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ABSTRACT
African American people have historically  expressed g reat faith 
in education as a  path  tow ard liberation. It is an  idea—education for 
liberation—th at is pervasive in African Am erican discourse. It is well 
docum ented in research th a t focuses on the efforts of African 
Americans to educate them selves despite slavery, the fall of 
reconstruction, a brutal Jim Crow system, and  desegregation in lieu of 
integration (Anderson, 1988; Lemer, 1972; Watkins, 1993). Yet despite 
our faithful proclam ations, we have been rep resen ted  otherw ise in 
m ainstream  educational discourse. Intellectual inferiority , cultural 
deprivation, underachievem ent, and at-risk have been some of the 
term s used to explain the consistent and  persisten t low academic 
achievem ent of African Americans. The ap p aren t con trad iction  
between our faithful proclam ations and  these derogatory  
representations casts serious doubts on our faith  in Am erican education 
(Butchart, 1994).
.Although there has been considerable research  on just w hat 
m ight constitute education for liberation for African Am erican people, 
rarely have we looked at the idea as an  articu lation  of resistance 
"against" the im position o f the derogatory  rep resen ta tions of African 
Americans in m ainstream  educational discourse. In this study, I have 
attem pted to contem plate o u r struggle for quality  education as a 
struggle for identification in the context of the white rac ia l/cu ltu ra l
v ii
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hegem ony of A m erican education, w here African A m ericans negotiate  
in-betw een m arg in s/cen te r and  thus, resistance/accom m odation , 
fa ith /reaso n , an d  com m unal/ind iv idual tensions. I have specifically 
focused on African American intellectuals as they  have tried  to  define 
what education for liberation is, and  as they  em body and  perform  the 
con trad ictions tha t make it difficult to reconcile, unproblem atically , 
education  with liberation. The im portance of this project to curricu lum  
conversations is th a t it raises serious questions ab o u t how  educational 
d iscourse continues to m arginalize African Am ericans.
v iii
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CHAPTER ONE 
EDUCATION FOR LIBERATION AS (AN)  
AFRICAN AMERICAN FOLK THEORY 
I n t r o d u c t i o n
South Carolina. October 1996
The small dinning hall at Penn Center on St. Helena's Island was 
packed with African Am erican scholars, educators, and  students from 
around the country. We were all gathered a t this historic school, 
which was established in 1862 by Quakers for African people, for the 
24th conference of the Council of Independent Black Institutions. One 
of the keynote speakers for the afternoon was Sister Yaa-Assantewa 
Akoto. A young woman in h er early  twenties, Yaa-Assantewa talked 
about her educational developm ent at NationHouse Positive Action 
Center, the independen t school run  by her parents. Her presentation 
focused on h er transition from NationHouse to a local public school in 
W ashington, DC. for the sixth grade. She m entioned how difficult the 
move was for h e r because of the difference in teaching styles, 
curriculum  em phasis, and  h e r own advanced knowledge—m eaning 
that what w-as being taught, she had already learned in earlier grades 
at NationHouse. Yaa-Asantewa culm inated h er speech with the details 
of her journey back to NationHouse, after some resistance, as Mwalimu 
(teacher) o f chem istry  and  biology. Ending with the most meaningful 
lesson she learned  at NationHouse and from h er parents, Yaa- 
Assantewa stressed the im portance of retu rn ing  to the source, giving
1
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back to one's com m unity. I was intrigued by Yaa-Assantewa's 
presentation because she stirred  in me the question of how education 
relates to liberation. What kind of education, what kind of liberation is 
possible when wre journey  out of our specific cultural spaces and  then 
back again?
Louisiana State University. February. 1997
A group of about tw enty five .African American people—alum ni 
of LSU, current s tuden ts and  com m unity activists—gathered  in the 
.African .American Cultural Center on the margins of the cam pus for a 
special forum dedicated to the memory of A.P. Tureaud, Sr. Mr. Tureaud 
was a local civil righ ts a tto rney  who was an im portant catalyst in the 
legal battle to in tegrate Louisiana State l Tniversity. The evening prio r 
to the forum, there was a viewing of a docum entary video on the work 
of Mr. Tureaud which highlighted not oniy his legal efforts but the 
im portant role his son, A.P. 1 ureaud. Jr. played in his father's 
endeavors. A.P. Tureaud, Jr. became the first .African American to 
attend school at LSU in 1953. .After oniy a few weeks of classes.
Tureaud, jr. was forced off cam pus. Though his father iater secured the 
right for him to re tu rn , he refused.
At the forum, A.P. Tureaud headed a panel of several form er LSI 
students who had been in one way or another a first on the cam pus— 
the first Black athlete, the first Black woman to g raduate  in m ath, the 
first Black person in studen t government, tach  of the panelists 
represented a decade from the 1960‘s to the 1990‘s. The only curren t 
student on the panei was I. This o f course gave me the opportun ity  to
'/
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listen and observe tbe  o th e r m em bers. Following Mr. T ureaud himself, 
who was so m arred  by his experience on the campus that he  adm itted  
having anxiety abou t even coming to this event, the o th e r panelists 
also focused on the difficult and  degrading circum stances o f their 
presence—constan tly  having th e ir  intellectual abilities questioned  
and  their w orthiness challenged. Yet, as ground breakers, they  also 
talked about the significance of the sacrifices they m ade to "integrate" 
the campus.
As I listened, one of the underlying threads running  th rough  
all of their com m ents was the  im portance of accomplishing and  
m aintaining a Black presence a t this predom inately and  historically  
White institution. Dr. Spikes, form er president of Southern University 
ended  her initial com m ents by em phasizing the need to continue 
opening doors to get m ore African American students a t LSU. A nother 
com m onality am ong these panelists was that they were all "successful" 
role m odels-a  un iversity  presiden t, a  prom inent com m unity activist, 
and  a senator. After an hour o r so, it was my tu rn  to speak, and w hat I 
decided to stress was how the effort to get more students here  needed to 
be m et with an  equal effort to keep them  here. I hear the victory and  
im portance in rep resen ta tion , but I am  concerned also w ith w hat is 
sacrificed. How do we address the psychological dissonance caused in 
desegregated contexts? Racial rep resen tation  does net necessarily 
foster cultural acceptance. The m ore I reflected on the dilem m a, I 
w ondered how o r  m aybe why we continued to express such faith  in 
education despite  the  persisten t difficulties African Americans face
3
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w ithin the Am erican educational system . Just how liberating is 
education  for Black folk in America?
Education for Liberation as (an) African American Folk Theory 
And so the story  goes th a t African American people have 
historically considered education  a  critical element in the p a th  tow ard 
liberation. It is an  idea—education  for liberation—that is pervasive in  
African American discourses. It is well docum ented in research th a t 
focuses on the efforts of African Americans to educate them selves 
despite  the obstacles posed by slavery, the fall of reconstruction, a 
brutal Jim  Crow south, and  desegregation in lieu of in tegration 
(.Anderson, 1988; Lemer, 1972;Shujaa, 1994; Watkins, 1993). Education 
for liberation  can also be read  as a cen tral theme in African Am erican 
autobiography, an  im portan t genre in the telling of African A m erican 
experience. Education as the key to the advancem ent of a  people is a 
central idea in the works of people such as W.E.B. DuBois, Booker T. 
W ashington, Malcolm X, Angela Davis, Maya Angelou, bell hooks an d  
o thers who reflect on the im portance of their educational endeavors.
In his classic. Black A utobiography in America. Butterfield (1974) 
confirm s this trad ition  in his analysis of the autobiographies of 
several p rom inent African Am ericans. He writes:
Education is intensely im portan t to Washington, DuBois, Hudson, 
and  Herndon as a m eans to im prove the position of the Negro 
people. The im portance they place on education, as in the slave 
narratives, is bo th  Am erican and black: American because o f its
faith in mass culture, in basic equality of rich and  poor an d  the 
ability of the poor to aim  high and  make good; black because 
education m ust be m ore to them  than  a path to individual
4
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success; it m ust benefit the  whole race, it m ust show the way to 
the Promised Land. The difference between them  is in w hat kind 
of education to provide an d  to whom (p. 117).
M oreover, the faith  African Am ericans have declared in education has
long been expressed in African Am erican folk stories passed from
generation to generation. It is a  central them e in those stories o u r
parents and  grandparents tell about how they had to walk 20 miles to
school in the rain, o r m aybe the snow, with a hole in the bottom of
their shoe just to get an education.
Historically, enslaved Africans were not only forbidden by law
to read  and write, but they were also denied knowledge of themselves.
They could not speak in their native tongues, refer to themselves by
th e ir ancestral names, o r publicly practice o ther traditions, values and
beliefs from their native lands (Karenga, 1993). Thus, the idea of
education for liberation em erges ou t of a consciousness of a  people
who have historically been denied  access to education in an effort to
m aintain  th e ir m ental and  thus physical enslavem ent. In My Bondage
and  Mv Freedom. Frederick Douglass reveals the incom patibility of
education  w ith slavery:
When I was about th irteen  years old, and  had succeeded in 
learning to read, every increase in knowledge, especially 
respecting the free states, added  something to the almost 
intolerable burden  of though t—"I am  a slave for life." To my 
bondage I saw no end. It was a terrible reality, and I shall never 
be able to tell how sadly th a t thought chafed my young sp irit 
(1968, p. 156).
As an oppressed and  m arginalized people, our understanding of 
education has been a  form of resistance and  an act of liberation. Yet,
5
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
in the way that we tell and retell our faith in  education  as the story  of 
a  people, education for liberation functions, in  a  sense, as a 
m etanarrative w ithin the margins; it rep resen ts  an  essentialized view 
of African Americans and  their relationship to  education.
However, as a m etanarrative of the m argins, education for 
liberation is articu la ted  in relationship to an o th e r m etanarrative, one 
which I refer to as the m ainstream  m etanarra tive  of African 
American education. It has conventionally rep resen ted  African 
Americans as intellectually  inferior, cu ltu ra lly  deprived, 
underachievers and at-risk just to nam e a few term s (Lee & Slaughter- 
Defoe, 1995; McCarthy, 1990). Essentially, m ainstream  representations 
of African Americans in educational d iscourse have focused on the 
people as the "problem". Recently, the discontinuity  between these 
two m etanarratives has been questioned seriously: How can it be true  
that African Americans view education as the  key to liberation when 
the prim ary dilem m a in African American education  is the consistent 
and persisten t low academic achievem ent of African American 
students in general?
Educational historian Ronald Butchart (1994) questions the 
taken-for-granted assum ption that African Am ericans have great 
faith in education: "We have been assured repeated ly  of African- 
Americans' faith  in schooling as a key to the fu ture of the race. Yet we 
have no systemic attem pts to test that assurance, and im pressionistic 
evidence raises im portant questions" (p. 107). In his h istoriography of 
Black education, he fu rther states that,
6
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histo rians have them selves accepted uncritically  the adequacy of 
schooling as the panacea for the liberation o f Black America and 
the  resolution of America's racism. They have asserted  as tru e  
what m ust be proven: T hat schooling is the key to Black progress 
in isolation to o ther social factors (p .107).
Similarly, educational anthropologist John Ogbu (1994) points to the
discontinu ity  between w hat we profess and  o u r  sta te  o f crisis in Black
education. He suggests th a t th e re  are three ways in w hich racial
inequality  affects the schooling o f Black people: th rough  societal
educational policies an d  practices, by the way Black studen ts are
perceived and  trea ted  in specific schools they attend , an d  through the
way Black people perceive and  respond to the ir schooling. Ogbu (1994)
goes on to indicate how the gap in school perform ance between Black
and  White students is due, in  part, to a lack of effort on behalf of
.African A m erican students:
It is tru e  th a t in spite o f the  historical experience of blacks in the 
o pportun ity  structure, black folk theories for getting ahead  stress 
the im portance of education. But this verbal endorsem ent is not to 
be accepted at face value. It is often not accom panied by 
approp ria te  o r necessary effort (P. 289).
He implies th a t this lack of effort is indicative o f the way in which 
African American students have adapted  to the system  of racial 
stratification in US society. In this respect, Ogbu (1994) emphasizes the 
im portance of "com m unity forces" or the way in which Black people 
perceive an d  respond to their schooling as a  m ajor factor m aintaining 
the  persistence of racial inequality  in American education .
Both au thors have placed im portance on African Americans' 
perceptions of education as they contribute to the  persistence of our
7
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problem atic relationsh ip  w ith Am erican public education. While 
B utchart (1994) focuses on Black historians questioning th e ir  faith  in 
schooling, Ogbu (1994) calls a tten tion  to the thinking of the masses in 
m a i n t a i n i n g racial inequality  in schooling. As an  African American 
educato r and  theorist, I have been thinking about w hat possible 
re lationsh ip  m ay exist between the  intellectuals' re-presen ta tion  and 
the  people's perform ance of education for liberation. Consequently, 
these two analyses have provoked a series of im portan t questions for 
me. First, how  have Black intellectuals re-presented the idea of 
education  fo r liberation? How have they  narra ted  the h isto ry  of our 
struggle for quality  education? Second, what are the tensions th a t 
arise in the course of o u r efforts to  realize, to achieve these ideas? I 
w ant to contem plate these questions, not as practical concerns, but as 
philosophical ones which recognize education for liberation  as an  
articu la tion  of resistance ra th e r than  a taken-for-granted pa th  tow ard 
liberation. As an articu la tion  of resistance, I contend th a t education 
for liberation does not presuppose o r represent an absolute, linear, o r 
literal relationship  between education and liberation. Instead, it, at 
best, represents a m etaphor of educational, and thus cultural, 
resistance w hich is strongly  rooted in  faith as a means o f confronting 
reason and  its co n s tru c ts -ce rta in ty , bifurcation, linearity , and  
evidence. To com plicate and  contextualize the idea of education for 
liberation to this end, I in troduce Education for Liberation as (an) 
African Am erican Folk Theory.
8
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The purpose of this d isserta tion  is to  challenge several 
assum ptions tha t underlie education for liberation as a  trad itional idea 
expressed by African American people which restric t it, in some sense, 
to the status of m etanarrative—a un ita ry , totalizing rep resen tation . 
First, education for liberation is not determ ined  by some universal 
pedagogical m ethod that reflects fixed m eanings of education  and 
liberation. Although it is a pervasive idea, a trad ition  w ithin African 
American discourse, its meanings a re  nonetheless context dependent. 
Time, place and  positionality play crucial roles in how we think about 
education and  liberation. Second, th ere  is no stable, knowable 
relationship between education and  liberation. W ithout fixed 
meanings, the concepts of education an d  liberation sometim es 
coincide, and at other times, they con trad ict one another. Third, as an 
African American m etanarrative, education  for liberation  is strongly 
rooted in an ethic of faith. But faith in  education is not m easurable by 
some notion of educational progress o r success. Faith, I believe, is 
prim arily a discourse tha t challenges trad itional reason. It is an 
attem pt to look not so much at the evidence, but beyond the evidence. 
Therefore, to assume that it is m easurable o r "testable" is to confine it 
to the technical rationality of reason an d  thus to m isconstrue its very 
purpose.
Unquestioned acceptance of these assum ptions reflects a liberal 
educational discourse which, as Bowers (1987) notes, is perm eated with 
Enlightenm ent notions of individualism , freedom , rationa lity  and 
progress. Within such a discourse, freedom  is viewed in term s of
9
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individual agency; rationality—which is assum ed to be the only way to 
reason—determ ines binary  oppositions w hich stabilize an  oppressor- 
oppressed dichotomy; and  progress is taken to be linear and  consistent 
(Bowers, 1987). From this fram e o f reference, the crisis in Black 
education—the persistent and  consistent low academic achievem ent of 
African American students in general (Fine, 1991)—is due, in large 
p an , to the lack of individual o r even group agency. Such an 
insinuation obviously affects reform  efforts which focus on the 
student as the problem  ra th e r than  the school context. In this light, 
education for liberation as an African American expression becomes 
essentialized and  appears false o r suspect.
In o rder to problem atize these assum ptions, I attem pt to reth ink  
education for liberation in what Homi Bhabha (1994) has called 
"double time." In his discussion of time, narrative and the m argins of 
m odern society, Bhabha (1994) points out how the concept of the 
'people' emerges as a  double narrative m ovem ent in which they are 
both historical events and  a complex rhetorical strategy of social 
reference. Consequently, the people m ust be thought of in "double 
time":
[T]he people are the historical 'objects' of a  nationalist 
pedagogy, giving the  discourse an au thority  that is based on the 
pre-given or constitu ted  historical origin in the past; the  people 
are also the 'subjects' of a  process of signification that m ust 
erase any prio r o r orig inary  presence o f the nation-people to 
dem onstrate the prodigious living principles of the people as 
contem poraneity; as th a t sign of the p resen t through which 
national life is redeem ed and  iterated  as a reproductive process 
(p. 145).
10
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Thus, as Bhabha surm ises, "In the p roduction  o f nation  as narra tion  
there  is a  split between the continuist, accum ulative tem pora lity  of the 
pedagogical, and the repetitious, recursive s tra tegy  of the 
perform ative" (p. 145).
In accordance with Bhabha's thinking, education  for liberation 
is an enunciation in-betw een the pedagogical an d  the perform ative.
As a pedagogical object, it is a  traditional idea rooted  in the past, in the 
history of African American people to resist the  oppression  an d  
repression of their "selves" through the denial of education. Vet as a 
perform ative signification, the narra tion  of education  for liberation is 
an act ing of faith which (erases) denies and  repeats h istorical 
oppressions, and  thus creates imagines, enacts new possibilities, new 
m eanings of education and  liberation. As an enunciation  in-between 
the two, education for liberation is a constant tension negotiation of 
historical re -p resen ta tion  and living experiences.
Not only is education for liberation an enunciation  between the 
pedagogical perform ative but also in-betw een the m argins an d  the 
center of US society. As a means of recognizing how the discourses of 
race culture have affected the idea of education  for liberation  among 
African .Americans, I locate education for libera tion  w ithin a  politics 
of m arginality which seeks to look at the idea as it is constructed, 
deconstructed  and  reconstructed  from  the rac ia l/cu ltu ra l m argins of 
US society but always in relationship to the center, to the m ainstream . 
Education for liberation takes the m argins as a  site o f resistance, a 
place of agency, bell hooks (1995) speaks of the m argins:
11
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U nderstanding m arginalitv  as position and place of resistance is 
crucial for oppressed , exploited, colonized people. If we only 
view the m argins as sign, marking the condition of o u r pain  
and deprivation, then  a certain helplessness an d  despair, a  deep 
nihilism  penetra tes  in a destructive way the very ground of our 
being. It is th ere  in that space of collective d esp a ir that one's 
creativity, o n e’s im agination is at risk, there th a t one's m ind is 
fullv colonized, there  that the freedom one longs for is lost 
(p.342).
The collective despair of which hooks speaks is the loss of faith which 
inhibits creativity an d  im agination. If we do not express faith in 
education as a  m eans of liberation, how do we confront o r imagine 
possibilities beyond the  "rational" evidence (theories of intellectual 
inferiority, d ropout ra te , low test scores, lack of in terest in school, 
etc..) which has constructed  the crisis in Black education?
Yet, the m argins are  a place of resistance not only in spite of, 
but because of, its relationship  to the center. Education for liberation, 
in this regard, is—at best—the articulation of a double bind (Edgerton, 
1996):
At the same time that the margins are posed with a double bind, 
their questions and  o ther responses to the cen ter take the form 
of another kind of double b in d -a  kind of chaism us to the double 
bind of expectation exclusion imposed on the m argins by the 
center. Margins being both advantageous and dangerous 
territories, ask us to abandon an ostensibly rationalist discourse 
by posing questions and responses to the cen ter in the form of 
mixed messages say "I am this," "Don't label m e as this" (p.48-49).
As a response from the  m argins to the center, education  for liberation 
(as African American folk theory) says, "We have faith  in education  as 
a  path toward liberation," "We have serious problem s with education as 
a path toward liberation." Ultimately, what both hooks (1995) and 
Edgerton (1996) allude to is how we, on the one hand, in terrup t
12
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Edgerton (1996) allude to  is how we, on the one hand, in terrup t 
systems of dom ination by articulating o u r agency and how, on  the 
o th er hand, those system s of dom ination in te rru p t our agency. O ur 
identification as m arginal people happens on this abyss o r boundary  
which makes it also the place from  which o u r ideas emerge as 
m eaningful.
Education for liberation as (an) African American folk theory  is 
both  a process in an d  a p roduct of the m argins. Along these lines, I 
situate this project w ithin Susan Edgerton's (1996) currere of 
m arginality  in which she proposes an  infusion of the margins an d  the 
cen ter where the m argins "m ust 'know ' the center in o rder to survive" 
(p.38). Education for liberation as an articulation of resistance, then, is 
no t a flat out rejection of the problem atic elem ents constituted within 
th e  m ainstream  m etanarrative; ra th e r  it is in constant tension/ 
negotiation with them . M arginality, as Edgerton (1996) defines it, has 
a t least two layers— a social and  an individual. The socially 
m arginalized lie outside of the dom inant cu lture  and would include 
people of color, econom ically deprived, physically challenged, 
homosexual and fem ale. The individual layer of m arginality rests on 
the  boundary between self as iden tity  an d  o ther as difference.
It is in the constant tension /negotia tion  between these layers tha t 
Edgerton theorizes the in teractive layer o f m arginality as a  space 
w here the social and  the individual enfold into one another and  
" reveal [s] the leakiness of boundaries between different forms of 
m arginality and betw een m argin and center" (p.41).
13
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The tension /nego tia tion  betw een these layers can be read  
sometimes as a  dialectical synthesis between the social/individual o r  
social/com m unity/individual, and  o ther times, it should be re read  as a 
deconstruction of those layers which "underm ines claims to a  'positive' 
stable identity  for e ither self o r  o ther, m argin or center" (p. 42). 
Undoubtedly, m arginality, in this respect, can be a  "source o f big 
trouble":
The problem  with defining the m argins and, by default the 
centers as such, is th a t in  doing so we are  stuck in a  language of 
oppositions w hereby th e  only  option for (linguistic, an d  hence 
often m aterial) change is to move from  one pole to the o ther, a 
com plete reversal, o r to  m erge the two in dialectical synthesis 
an d  obliterating difference and  flattening out the cu ltu ra l 
landscape. Either the insidious struc tu re  of h ierarchy  is 
m aintained o r  the in tegrity  of individual difference and  
autonom y is endangered  (p.41).
Although, according to Edgerton, a b inary opposition o r dialectical 
synthesis is sometim es strategic w hen dealing with 
im m ediate/practical problem s, an o th er option  is deconstruction o f the 
h ierarchy~ a philosophical ap p ro ach  w here a  final m eaning, a 
synthesis is refused. Instead it, "proceeds in search of a space between 
concepts a  marking of the unknowable" (Edgerton, 1996, p.44). To this 
end, a deconstructive approach  to the layers of m arginality 
com plicate, in several respects, m eaning making at the m argins. From 
Edgerton’s standpoin t, deconstruction  acknowledges the inextricable 
links between the layers of m arginality; they  are not m eaningful 
outside of one an o th er yet they  are  not collapsed into each other. Also, 
a  deconstructive approach  w ould "seek spaces between, by v irtue o f
14
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
these breaks an d  discontinuities in  m eaning, w hich defy 
categorization  (knowledge), but which nonetheless m ark a  persistence 
th a t is unsayable" (p.44). Inevitably, deconstruction  is a  "conscious 
acknow ledgm ent o f the  ordered structu re  and  a n  a ttem pt to subvert 
it—an  a ttem p t which is ultim ately im possible in  an y  to tal sense" (p. 44- 
45).
S ituated  in  a  currere  of m arginality and  as an  articu la tion  of 
resistance on behalf of African American people, education  for 
libera tion  is an  idea expressed in the spaces in-betw een m arginalities 
an d  in-betw een the m argins and  the center. In this vein, Education for 
Liberation as (an) African American Folk Theory  is a  deconstruction 
of those assum ptions that essentialize o r sim plify its m eaning/s.
Taking the  in-betw een as a place of m eaning m aking is to 
acknow ledge the  contradictory, am biguous, and  unstable relationship 
betw een several concep ts-w hich  will be d iscussed  th ro u g h o u t- th a t 
con tribu te  to the  articulation of education for liberation  as an  
enuncia tion  in-betw een pedagogical/perform ative and 
m arg in s/cen ter. In-between, education fo r libera tion  is no longer a 
m etan arra tiv e  from  the m argins, but ra th e r  an  (en )coun ter-narra tive  
o f m arginality . I use the prefix "en" here to suggest tha t education for 
libera tion  as (an) African American folk theo ry  is no t sim ply an 
a rticu la tio n  against the dom inant n arra tive  o f African Am erican 
education , bu t in constant tension/negotiation  w ith it, for as Edgerton 
(1996) implies, m arginality is constitu ted  by encounters across 
d ifferences.
15
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
U ndoubtedly, both Bhabha's pedagogical/perform ative and  
Edgerton's cu rre re  of m arginality im plicate th e  politics of 
identification. Bhabha's pedagogical/perform ative is bu t a  reflection 
of his in terrogation  of identity  which is "never the affirm ation of a 
pre-given iden tity , never a  self-fulfilling p rophecy—it is always the 
production  of an  image of identity  and  the transform ation of the 
subject in assuming tha t image" (p.45). It is the split between that 
image and  the transform ation of the  subject in assum ing that image 
that reflects the splitting/doubling betw een the pedagogical (the 
image) and  perform ative (transform ation of the subject). And as 
Bhabha claims, it is only in the "side by side nature, this partial 
presence, o r  m etonym  of antagonism , and  its effective significations, 
that give m eaning (quite literally) to a  politics o f struggle as the 
struggle of identifications" (p. 29). To this end, this (en)counter- 
narrative em erges as a political struggle and  thus the struggle of 
identification.
Similarly, a cu rrere  of m arginality is—to an extent—an idea 
about the consciousness tha t forms and  is form ed by the margins; the 
construction  of self on the boundary (the m argin itself) which 
defines the cen ter and  thus constructs the  in-betw een. It speaks to a 
self/selves whose being is a  constant tension /nego tia tion  of the in- 
between; it asks how the factors o f one's m arg in a l i ty  affect the 
pedagogical/perform ative. Edgerton (1996) imagines a currere of 
m arginality, in part, from  re-reading the  process of identification
16
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which takes place in autobiographical narratives o f the socially an d  
culturally  m arginalized.
Both authors, then, allude to a  process of identification which is 
perform ed on both an individual level through the  construction of 
"my identity," and  on a  social/com m unal level through the 
construction of (m eta) narratives which speak to g roup /cu ltu ra l 
identities. Neither happen  o r are perform ed in isolation, bu t in 
relationship to each o th er and o th e r identities, as well as o ther 
narratives across and  w ithin the definitive boundaries which shape 
in-betw eens.
At this point, we can turn  to narrative and  the self for a c learer 
picture of how identification and  narra tion  are linked. In N arrative 
and the Self. Kerby (1991) discusses how narrative gives meaning to 
the self in the sense that the act of n a rra tio n -w h ich  adheres to 
certain  language rules—is subsequently  the creation  of self. Such an  
idea again focuses on the in terp lay  between agency as the se lf  s 
construction of narrative and  im position as narra tion 's  construction  
of self. On an individual level then, self-narration (autobiographies) 
constitutes our identity  and  justifies our existence (Kerby, 1991). It 
follows that Bhabha's (1994) idea of nation as narration  of the people, 
supports the assum ption that (meta) narration  also constitutes 
identification and justification of the people’s existence.
Furtherm ore, in N arrative Knowing. Polkinghom e (1988) makes the  
point that on a cultural level, the purpose of narrative is to give 
cohesion to shared beliefs and to transm it values;
17
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in o ther words it is a process of group, o r in Edgerton's view, 
social/com m unal identification.
Collectively, these ideas make up a  foundation  for m y theorizing 
Education for Liberation as (an) African Am erican Folk Theory. W hat I 
attem pt to explore here is education for liberation  as an  en-counter- 
narrative enuncia ted  from  the m argins in tension /nego tia tion  with 
the center. As such, its m eaning is forever a  double bind where faith  is 
in tension with rational reason, resistance in tension with 
accom m odation, agency in tension with im position, individual self in 
tension with o th er and  in tension with social/com m unal aspects of 
self. It signifies a  people's complex process o f identification which is 
split between the pedagogical (historical tradition) an d  the 
perform ative (p resen t living experiences). Prim arily, as (an) .African 
American folk theory, education for liberation is the articulation of 
the in-betw een th a t is created by m arg in /cen te r and  
pedagogical/perform ative as they construct and  are constructed  by 
African Am erican experience/s. It is w ithin these in-betw een spaces 
that am bivalence occurs, giving m eaning to education  for liberation 
from  (an) African American perspective/s.
W riting abou t such notions as identities, m argins, 
m etanarratives, counter-narratives is m ost difficult because it raises 
concerns about essentialism . In this regard, Bhabha (1994) seems to 
suggest tha t the only possibility for writing nonessentially  is by 
recognizing the im possibilities of cultural text. He argues that, "The 
reason a cultural text or system of m eaning cannot be sufficient unto
18
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itself is that the  act o f  cu ltu ra l enunciation—the place of u tterance—is 
crossed by the difference in writing" (p. 36). W riting cu ltu re  
necessarily reflects a n  "enunciative sp lit” between the subject of 
proposition and  th e  subject o f enunciation  (which is not ap p aren t in 
the text), th a t is the  pedagogical and the perform ative (Bhabha, 1994). 
Moreover,
the p roduction  o f m eaning requires that these two places be 
mobilized in  the passage through a Third  Space, which 
represents both  the general conditions o f language an d  the 
specific im plication  o f  the  u tterance in a perform ative and 
institu tional s tra tegy  of which it cannot 'in  itse lf  be conscious 
(p.36).
The am bivalence of in te rp re ta tio n  in this Third Space is em phasized 
when "we realize that there  is no way th a t the content o f the 
proposition will reveal the struc tu re  of its positionality; no way that 
context can be m im etically read  off from  the content" (p.36). Thus, I 
gather from  Bhabha's view tha t de-essentialization of identities in the 
writing of cu ltu re /s  is only "possible" in the Third  Space w here we— 
writers and  read ers—recognize the  im possible n a tu re  of 
representation th rough  language. And I take it th a t the  m ost 
"representative" w riting of cu ltu ra l text would requ ire  the w riter to 
adm it as much, w hich is why I have inserted  (an) in my title— 
Education for Liberation as (an) African Am erican Folk Theory.
Where Bhabha (1994) posits rep resen ta tion  as an indefinite 
problem, Edgerton (1996) sees some possibility for represen ting  the 
complexity of identification  in less rational discourses. She contends 
that "rational" d iscourse dem ands essentialization because it operates
19
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within a  binary opposition—essentialist o r  not. She insists th a t an 
understanding of m arginality, and  the double bind it p resents, often 
requires us to abandon rational genres for others such as poetry , a rt 
and  literature. These are  the genres th a t have h istorically  been 
"excused from the 'responsibility ' o f rationalism " an d  thus expose the 
problem atics of the antiessentialism / essentialism  b inary  (p. 49).
Although I cannot fully escape o r abandon a  ra tionalist 
discourse, and I certainly cannot avoid the "enunciative split" that 
reveals this work as less than  representative of th a t which is 
education for liberation among African American folk, I suppose there 
are some ways I can in te rru p t rational discourse an d  recognize the 
enunciative split. In this vein, I w ant to begin by m ap p in g /re ­
m apping this project as a discourse of in-betweens. First, I w’an t to 
situate it in the particular ontological, epistemological, and  
methodological in-betweens that ac t—in this pro ject—as the "cutting 
edge of translation and negotiation, the in-between space[s] - th a t  
carries the burden of meaning" (Bhabha, 1994, p. 38).
B lack  I n te l le c tu a l is m :  T h e  O n t o lo g ic a l  I n - b e t w e e n
When I began this project, I w anted to think about, to write 
about African American people and  w hat I knew to be o u r unrelen ting  
faith in education. Ultimately, I w anted to investigate how the 
experience of knowing oneself as African Am erican influences how 
one thinks about, relates to, and understands the concept o f education. 
After some time reading, writing an d  reflecting, I m anaged to define 
w hat I was thinking about as Education for Liberation as African
20
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American Folk Theory. As I began sharing my idea, the  questions were 
countless: W hat do you m ean by education for liberation? W hat do you 
m ean when you say folk theory? Is tha t like folk art? How are  you 
identifying African American? W hat about essentialism , agency, and  
en ligh tenm ent notions o f education and liberation?
In my folk circles, with fam ily and  friends who are  also African 
American, I would answ er the questions straight to the point, a lbeit a 
taken-for-granted one: "You know it's  the way us Black folk have 
historically thought about education, the faith we have had  in it, and  
the way we have come to know it." At first there would be in terested  
nods and some positive, 'T know w hat ya m ean.” Inevitably though, 
someone would throw  me a curve ball: "Faith, faith..I a in t got no faith 
in education. It done no th in ' but sold us out." I began rethinking.
In my academ ic circles, which are m ostly with European 
American colleagues, I had  to form ulate, of course, m uch m ore 
theoretically complex answers to their questions. "I guess I d o n 't know 
what you m ean when you say African American Folk Theory," said one 
of my peers. When I started  to explain, I realized that there  was so 
m uch m ore I would have to "unpack" in o rder to clarify the term . 
W ithout any shared sense of identity  around the concept of African 
American, I knew the explanation of that alone would be a 
considerable task.
Feeling a bit frustra ted  and  unsure of my project o r  its purpose,
I struck up conversations with some of my African American 
colleagues who were studying in various disciplines. While
21
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contem plating my own dilem m a, I w anted  to know if they felt sim ilar 
tensions betw een their folk experiences an d  th e ir  academ ic 
experiences. Eventually, the discussions w ould tu rn  in to  a  "survival in  
the academ y" rap-session. As we ta lked  abou t experiences in term s o f 
o u r  work, several m atters surfaced an d  resurfaced  in  o u r stories. First 
an d  forem ost, ou r race-culture iden tities con tinue to be the prism  
th ro u g h  which we experience academ e. In listening to the stories o f 
my friends, I noticed that alm ost every  one 's work was in some way 
re la ted  to being African A m erican—w h eth er it was loan repaym ent 
am ong African American studen ts, obstacles faced by African 
A m erican women in h igher education , a focus on A frican-centered 
education , or lack of m otivation am ong African American studen ts~w e 
all expressed an "interest" o r m aybe a  "need” to do work about and  for 
African Americans. I also realized th a t m any o f the issues o r struggles 
we shared  with each o ther dealt m ainly  w ith how  we experienced 
ourselves as "Black" in this m ajority  W hite institu tion . For instance, 
those o f us who were women rare ly  m entioned  o u r gender as an 
obstacle, and  class was hard ly  an  issue. We all considered ourselves of 
the same "poor graduate student" class which is, ironically enough, 
also m ediated through the prism  o f race. Many of us, m ost of us, are  
privy to the same m inority scholarships, slated  specifically for 
A frican American students.
Second, we all expressed a p reoccupation  with validating 
ourselves through our work. This I found  in triguing because we n o t 
only  felt the need to do this in term s of being academ ically successful,
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we also felt the need to do this with o u r nonacadem ic family and 
friends: w anting them to be proud of us but a t th e  same time, not 
getting, as m y momma would say, "too big for y o u r britches." Hence, if 
o u r w ork is about bettering, or a t least bettering  the representations of 
African American, then we are  giving back to th e  com m unity. At the 
sam e time, we take a m arginal position to  the com m unity as academics. 
Ultimately, o u r conversations revealed m uch contrad iction  and 
resistance. In the telling of our stories, I d iscerned  how education was 
experienced as both liberating on one h an d  and  restrictive on the 
o ther. While we all would, of course, profess it as an  im portant process 
for "making it" in the world, we also understood th a t education, 
particu larly  in  the context of schooling, often posed serious dilemmas 
for African Americans and  o th er un d er-rep resen ted  groups.
In the midst of the contradiction and am biguity  in o u r stories, I 
began to think about how we were negotiating o u r  identities as 
African Americans and  as academics; how we try  to bring o u r African 
Am erican selves, our folk experiences to bear on  o u r work in an 
academ y which has rarely  valued o u r "differentness." At the same 
time, we participate in the discourses and  s tru c tu re  of the academy 
believing tha t it offers some benefit not only  for us, bu t for those 
whom  we feel responsible to serve—the m asses o f African Americans. 
As African American academics and  intellectuals, then, we are 
negotiating a place in-between two ways of being in and  seeing the 
world: th a t which is defined by ou r folk experiences an d  th a t which is 
constructed  by our academic endeavors.
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This abyss is neither here n o r there; it is the space of here an d  
there . Historically, it has been recognized as the "double­
consciousness," first articulated  by W.E.B. DuBois:
It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense 
o f always looking a t one's self th rough  the eyes of the o thers, of 
m easuring one's soul by the tape of the world that looks on in  
am used contem pt and pity. One ever feels his twoness—an 
American, a  Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled 
strivings; two warring souls in  one d ark  body (1903, p. 13).
While DuBois' description of the here and  there points out the 
unresolved tension o f the  experience of twoness, the concept has been 
reap p ro p ria ted  m any times over by contem porary  scholars writing in 
the  trad ition  of postcolonial and  postm odern  discourse where e ith e r/o r  
identities are  being rethought as b o th /a n d  subjectivities. Postcolonial 
scholar Paul Gilroy (1993), for instance, describes it as the "special 
stress th a t grows with the effort involved in  trying to face (at least) 
two ways a t once" (p. 3). Metaphysically, Homi Bhabha (1994) combines 
notions of identity  and  space and theorizes the space "in-between," the 
boundary  a t which the sense of identity  emerges. He writes: "These in- 
betw een spaces provide the te rra in  for elaborating strategies of 
selfhood—singular o r  com m unal—they in itia te  new signs of iden tity  
an d  innovative sites of collaboration and  contestation, in the act of 
defining the idea of society itself' (pp. 1-2).
Also from a spatial notion of self, Florence Krall (1994) 
in troduces the "ecotone," or th a t place o f meeting and tension between 
diverse and  sometimes conflicting aspects of our lives" (p. 6). In his 
work on inclusion and  exclusion, David Sibley (1995) translates the
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double-consciousness as the boundary  betw een self and  other. Yet and 
still, o th er theorists imagine it as state o f being. Cam eron McCarthy 
(1990), fo r example, theorizes around  the  notion o f nonsynchronous 
being. Accordingly, he contends th a t we a re  an  in tersection  of m any 
positionalities—raced, gendered, and  ciassed~as they  sim ultaneously 
coincide an d  contradict. In the trad ition  o f Black fem inist thought, 
Patricia Collins (1990) conceptualizes the "outsider within," which 
confirms the experience of both  being a  p a rt of an d  a t the same time 
not a  p a rt of a  group identity . Similarly, w riter T rinh T. Minh-ha 
(1995) speaks to an  "outside in inside o u t” phenom ena in which 
"differences do not only exist between ou tsider an d  insider—two 
entities-they are  also at work within the  ou tsider o r the insider—a 
single entity" (p. 218).
However one may view this experience of m ultiple selves, 
a tten tion  is no longer on resolving the tension of the in-betw een and 
expressing a  sense of unified, singular self; ra ther, it is on a 
renegotiating or reconfiguring of iden tity  to encom pass the reality of 
fragm entation and  its consequence o f con trad iction  and  am biguity in 
the process of identification. The cu rren t philosophical trend  is toward 
evaluating the space in-between, the boundaries, as the places where 
identities are created, renegotiated, an d  articu la ted  against a  back drop 
of difference.
The ontological in-between, I th ink, speaks poignantly  to the 
experience of being an African Am erican academ ic/in tellectual and a 
female. It is certainly  in the negotiation o f o u r in-betw een that
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race /cu ltu re  issues and  how they shape and  a re  shaped by education,
a re  m ade visible and  questionable. This is evidenced in  both  historical
an d  co n tem p o rary  images of Black intellectualism . Traditionally, Black
in tellectualism , in itially  referring to an y  Black person  who attended
college, has rep resen ted  a  much theorized an d  scrutinized
positionality. As early  as 1872, Edward W ilmont Blyden associated the
dilem m a of Black intellectuals with m ental slavery: "All educated
Negroes suffer from  a kind of slavery in m any  ways m ore subversive
of the real w elfare o f the race than the ancien t physical fetters. The
slavery of th e  m ind is far m ore destructive th an  th a t of the body"
(quoted in C urruthers, 1994, p.39). In 1933, C arter G. Woodson
elaborated  on  th e  slavery of the m ind in his classic The Mis-education
of the Negro. He argued that the education o f African Americans in
European A m erican contexts did nothing m ore than  teach Blacks to
despise them sleves and  essentially m ade them  useless to their race:
"One of the  m ost striking evidences of th e  failu re  of higher education
am ong Blacks is th e ir estrangem ent from  the  masses, the very people
upon  whom they  m ust eventually count for carrying out a  paradigm  o f
progress" (1996, p. 52).
In la te r  decades. Black intellectuals such  as E. Franklin Frazier
(1962) and Harold Cruse (1967) discuss how the  mis-education of
African A m ericans m anifested itself in  "intellectual paternalism ."
Frazier (1962), fo r instance, wrote:
educated  Negroes o r Negro intellectuals have failed to achieve 
any  in tellectual freedom. In fact... it appears  th a t the Negro 
in tellectual is unconscious of the ex ten t to which his thinking
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is restricted  to sterile repetition of the safe and  conventional 
ideas in American society (p. 60).
Furtherm ore, in "Vocation o f the  Black Scholar and  the Struggles of
the Black Community," Vincent Harding (1974) continues to speak to
the condition of the Black intellectual in the academy:
The fact remains th a t for the life and work of the black scholar 
in search of vocation, the prim ary context is not to be found in 
the questionable freedom  o f the relative affluence o f the 
A m erican university  ...Rather, where ever we m ay happen  to be 
physically based, o u r essential social, political, an d  spiritual 
context is the colonized situation of the masses of the black 
com m unity in America (p. 6).
Recently, the definition of Black intellectualism  has become m ore 
specific. No longer is it m erely dependent upon having advanced 
schooling but is now m ore than  not considered a "calling”
(hooks, 1996). As a r ai l ing, Black intellectual work m eans to dedicate 
one's life to reading, w riting, an d  conversing for individual pleasure, 
personal w orth, as well as political enhancem ent of Black people 
(West, 1994). bell hooks (1996) and  Cornel West (1994) have written on 
the m arginalization of Black intellectuals to Black com m unities. West 
(1994), for example, surm ises th a t choosing to become a Black 
intellectual is an  act of self-imposed m arginality which results in a 
peripheral status in and to the Black community. Furtherm ore, 
an o th er recen t trend  in th inking on Black intellectual activity is 
expressed by Lucius Outlaw (1983) who stresses not only our 
com m itm ent to African American people, but also th a t com m itm ent 
"draws us beyond limited peoplehood to a generalized peoplehood that 
recognizes peoples in th e ir  diversities" (p.64).
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At this point, I need to in te rru p t the historical represen tation  of
Black intellectualism  (the pedagogical) with the question  (the
perform ance) of gender. In an  article en titled  "Black Women
Intellectuals," bell hooks (1996) breaks the silence regarding the
intellectual activity o f Black women. She discusses how the
represen tations o f Black w om anhood th rough stereotypical mammy
images have perpetuated  a  cultural thinking that im poses on sisters a
care taker role which suggests th a t we are  "innately m ore capable of
caring for others" (p. 363) As she goes on to point out, we even feel the
responsibility  to be the "all nurtu ring  breast"(p. 363). hooks
recognizes how this image is reinforced and internalized:
This thinking is often reinforced in Black com m unities by 
religious teaching em phasizing the necessity of selfless service 
as the highest expression of Christian charity. Collectively, 
m any Black women internalize the idea that they should serve, 
tha t they should always be available to meet the need  of 
someone else w hether they want to o r not (p.363).
She proposes that such thinking not only tends to de-em phasize the 
intellectual pursuits of Black women, but it also inhibits many Black 
women from  engaging in intellectual work. Thus as gender intersects 
with race, it signifies both the racist/sexist m am m y stereotype and  
Black wom en's perform ance w ithin and  against th a t construction.
In this regard, the in-betw eeness of Black women intellectuals 
is certainly  a m ultidim ensional space shaped by race /gender 
constructions. They a re /th ey  be in-between Black and  White, female 
and  male, and  even in-between "race” and "gender" as categories that 
contradict in the defining of Black woman. Although we m ust confront
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daily  racist/sex ist im positions, ou r race /gender positionality  allows 
for o u r "peculiar angle o f vision" as "outsiders within" (Collins, 1990). 
Because we are  outsiders within the traditional discourse an d  
com m unity of blackness, femaleness and  intellectualism , we offer a 
potential elem ent o f criticism  w ithin these com m unities by 
challenging the reification of blackness around  m ale constructions; 
the reification of gender around whiteness; and  consequently  the 
reification o f intellectualism  around  white m aleness. In essence, we 
em body the predisposition  for relaying w hat Patricia Colem an-Bum s
(1989) has called a new American intellectualism. Black woman 
intellectuals
offer a  new and different body of knowledge as a resu lt of their 
historic positon as intellectual and  political critics o f  Am erican 
society and  its culture, and  they provide a link betw een the 
em erging radical thinking o f African Am erican m en an d  
European American women (p.158).
Collectively, these depictions, I believe, poin t to the con trad iction  and  
am biguity expressed through the ontological in-betw een/s o f Black 
intellectualism . W here ou r race/cu ltu re  identities m eet a  trad itio n  of 
American intellectualism  in the academ y, three con trad ic to ry  
conditions have persisted  overtime. For one, the Black intellectual 
faces the reality  of h e r/h is  own m iseducation in the process of 
becoming educated. In addition, we claim a fundam ental group identity  
and  responsibility to th a t group in the context of a pu rsu it th a t is 
essentially viewed in the American academ y as individual, fo r oneself. 
Finally, we are  expected to use o u r race /cu ltu re  experiences to  d isru p t 
the rac ia l/cu ltu ra l hegem ony of knowledge in the academ y, while at
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the same time we are  to use this academic knowledge for the benefit of
o u r people in particu la r an d  all people in general. Moreover, w here
the perform ances o f Black women intellectuals d isru p t the  traditional
discourse o f Black intellectualism , there is a doubling of contradictions
an d  am biguities based on race /gender in-betw eens.
Consequently, the ontological in-betw een o f Black
intellectualism  is brought to bear on the idea o f education for
libera tion  as we—Black in tellectuals—reveal th e  possible and  the
contradictory  in this idea, the liberties and  th e  restrictions. Secondly,
even though this idea has commonly been a ttrib u ted  to African
.American people in general, as representatives o f o u r race /cu ltu re
group, Black in tellectuals are  fundam entally  responsib le  for
producing and reproducing, in re-presentation, the  idea, and  the
various philosophies tha t give detail and context to it. Subsequently, as
an idea, education for liberation is expressed th rough  the politics of
symbolic representation (Marable, 1993; Ogbu, 1995). Our
responsibility to the masses and  for their education  is most notably
expressed in DuBois's idea o f the "Talented T en th ” in which he
squarely places responsibility  for the uplift o f  the masses on its
in tellectual leaders. He writes,
the Negro race, like all races, is going to be saved by its 
exceptional m en [sic]. The problem  of education, then, among 
Negroes m ust first of all deal with the Talented Tenth; it is the 
problem  of developing the best of this race  th a t they  m ay guide 
the Mass away from  the contam ination an d  death  o f the Worst, 
in  their own and  o th er races (Dudley, 1997, p.160-161).
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This responsibility is re ite ra ted  by Jacob C urruthers (1994) in  his 
essay, "Black Intellectuals an d  the  Crisis in Black Education." He 
em phatically contends th a t th e  mis-education of the sm all Black elite 
has m anifested in the dis-education of the Black masses. C urru thers 
asserts that,
the disastrous experiences o f Black students in  public schools 
provide ample testim ony to  both the m is-education of the  Black 
elite and the dis-education of the Black masses. In the m idst of 
the tragedy, the m is-educated elite are unable to propose 
remedies while the dis-educated masses continue to  experience 
pervasive, persisten t an d  d isproportionate underach ievem ent 
in comparison with th e ir White counterparts (p. 45).
In this vein, I see education for liberation as essentially an  idea o f a 
people but the responsibility  o f Black intellectuals who rep resen t the 
idea both for the people and  to the people; thus, the perceived 
connection between them . Part o f what, I think, C urru thers im plies is 
that the "mis-educated elite" cannot adequately a ttend  to the dis- 
educated masses w ithout a ttend ing  critically to their own 
m iseducation. To this end, I claim  as the center voice in this project, 
the ontological perspectives o f Black intellectuals—wom en and  m en— 
and our influence on the idea of education for liberation.
At this point, I would like to clarify what I consider a Black 
intellectual. At the sam e tim e th a t I agree with hooks (1996) and  West
(1994) that intellectualism  is now pursued m ore as a "calling," I feel 
that as Black people in the  academ y, m any of us understand  o u r  calling 
to be one not necessarily to reading and writing, but as o u r 
responsibility to focus on the betterm ent of conditions fo r African 
American people in this co u n try —as career academics o r  otherw ise.
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From my perspective, I use Black intellectual to reflect and d isrup t the 
trad ition  of Black intellectualism . As a  reflection, I believe th a t the 
th ree contradictory  conditions rem ain fundam ental to the ways in 
which we identify as African Americans in the academ y. However as a  
d isruption, I posit Black intellectualizing as a  practice th a t is neither 
exclusively male o r professional. Respectively, I th ink  Black women- 
because of their m arginalization in the academ y—historically 
represen t a tradition of practical, everyday intellectualizing for and 
among the masses and  particularly  where education has been/is 
concerned. As Collins (1989) points out, such a tradition questions both 
the male and professional constructions of intellectual activity as 
exclusive:
Examining the contributions of wom en like Sojourner T ruth  
suggests that a sim ilar process of deconstruction m ust be applied 
to the concept of intellectual. Just as theories, epistemologies, 
and facts produced by any group of individuals represent the 
standpoints and in terests of their creators, the very definition 
of who is legitimated to do intellectual work is also politically 
contested. Reclaiming the Black fem inist intellectual trad ition  
involves much m ore than  developing Black fem inist analyses 
using standard  epistemological criteria. It also involves 
challenging the very definitions o f intellectual discourse 
(p. 15).
As a disruption to the Black male intellectual tradition. Black
intellectualizing is a  practice o f philosophizing, theorizing that
emerges from and retu rns to
the life-world o f African-American people, in all of its 
ambiguities, complexities, contradictions, and  clarities, to our 
concrete life-praxis, in search of o u r d istinct orien ta tion  with 
regard to the m atters to be addressed in a revolutionary 
transform ation of the American o rd er (Outlaw, 1983, p.67).
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I take ail of its am biguities, com plexities an d  contradictions to be those 
aspects posed by the nonsynchronous (McCarthy, 1990) n a tu re  o f o u r 
blackness. Inevitably, th is ontological in-betw een requ ires a 
re th ink ing of epistem ology th a t deconstructs  e ith e r/o r 's  an d  allows 
for bo th /ands.
T a lk  to  th e  H and: T h e  E p is t e m o lo g ic a l  I n - b e t w e e n
Where I come from  "theory" is a  d irty  word, but theorizing is an  
everyday thang. I have learned  th a t th ere  are  certain  circles in which 
any  m ention of academ ic theory  in  academ ic rhetoric is absolutely 
inappropria te . These circles usually  constitu te  African American 
people—family and  friends. A lthough o u r conversations encom pass an 
everyday theorizing on the issues, there  is little value placed on 
referencing academic theories, ideas belong to the com m unity of 
people and they are  validated th rough  lived experiences and shared  
m ainly through testim onials o r narratives. I can always tell w hen I 
cross the line in one of these conversations, because I get w hat I call 
the "ambiguous gaze." It's a  ra th e r  blank stare, an ostracizing one, one 
tha t says either "What in the devil is she talking about?" o r "man, she's 
too deep." Even my five year o ld nephew  has already learned w hat it 
m eans to cross this line. He puts his little hand  right up to the tip  o f my 
nose and says "Auntie, talk to the hand , talk to the hand" which 
basically means "Okay stop righ t there, you 've said enough. I d o n 't 
w ant to hear anymore."
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I have brought that am biguous gaze on myself a lot, especially 
since becoming a graduate s tu d en t o f  curricu lum  theory. Even m y 
peers set me apart with that "she's too deep" expression. I regularly  
find m yself debating with my African A m erican colleagues abou t the 
v irtues of philosophic theorizing. Likewise, I find myself try ing to 
convince m any o th er nonacadem ic A frican Americans w ith whom  I 
associate that theorizing is just a m a tte r  o f critical reflection; it is an 
everyday thang. A consistent response, however, is that theory  is just 
talk, and  that action speaks louder th an  words. During these debates, I 
am  always trying to put my finger on the tension. Why is th ere  such 
spoken disregard for theory am ong African American people in 
general? We do think and talk and  act and  theorize even as we reject 
the idea of theory. Why?
Of course, in the academy, I also confron t the infam ous "talk to 
the h an d .” When I testify to my experiences as a Black woman, usually 
in n arra tive  form, I understand  th a t I am  breaking rules abou t 
objectivity and rationality. Yes. I do  b lu r the boundary between fact 
and perception and assert my experience as an  affirm ation o f m y 
existence in the face of theories th a t constan tly  deny it. I feel the 
p ressure of the hand pushed right up  to the tip of my thoughts: it 
serves as a rem inder that my experience is ju st my experience and it's 
not academ ically w orthy unless, o f course, it fits into som ebody else's 
theory—hence, citation please. C itations, to a  certain extent, certain ly  
con trad ic t the liberatory possibilities o f theory  in the academ y.
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If we consider ail that has been trad itional abou t the concept o f 
theory, w hat em erges is a  connotation th a t has been, for the m ost part, 
abusive to  the realities of oppressed people. In W ebster's Ninth New 
Collegiate D ictionary, theory is defined as a  belief, abstract thought, o r 
analysis of a  set of facts in  relation to one another. By this denotation, 
everybody engages in theory. Yet, when we exam ine theory in term s 
of its social construction in the academy, a process o f m arginalization 
m anifests privileging certain  beliefs, abstract thought and analyses 
over o thers.
Several scholars speak to the problem atics o f traditional theory  
in the academ y. Sibley (1995), for instance, discusses how issues of 
knowledge and power create situations o f exclusion. He argues that 
knowledge w'hich has become part of the currency of academic 
com m unities has gained and m aintained its legitimacy, its status to the 
exclusion of conflicting ideas. Even though knowledge in the academ y 
has historically  been considered universal an d  objective, it has 
essentially been defined by and from a white, male, heterosexual 
W estern positionality. The problem, then, is not the  standpoint itself 
but its tendency to "de-authorize" (Bowers, 1987) itself and claim 
universality  and  thus exclude the ways o th er groups create and 
validate knowledge.
Bhabha (1994) also raises an im portant question about theory  in 
the academ y: "Is the language of theory m erely an o th e r power ploy of 
the cu ltu ra lly  privileged Western elite to produce discourse o f the 
o ther th a t reinforces its own power-knowledge equation?" (p.21). As
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he elaborates on the question , Bhabha (1994) suggests how curren t
theoretical language th a t claims to give voice to the O ther actually
inhibits the O ther's agency:
The O ther is cited, quoted, fram ed, illum inated, encased in 
sho t/reverse-sho t stra tegy  o f serial en ligh tenm ent. Narrative 
and  the cu ltural politics of difference becom e the closed circle 
o f in terpretation . The O ther loses its pow er to  signify, to  negate, 
to initiate its historic desire to  establish its own institutional and 
oppositional discourse (p. 31).
Edgerton (1996) makes the  same poin t in h er discussion o f theory and
difference. She states.
The ways in which m arginalized groups, individuals, and  ideas 
come to be m arginalized in a given culture, society, a n d /o r  
place has m uch to do w ith what is considered knowledge and 
who is considered to  posses it—who is perceived as knower and 
who is perceived as known (p.38).
Furtherm ore, one of the  ways the W estern centered  standpoint 
of academ ic theory de-authorizes itself and  objectifies the o ther is 
th rough  the rationality  o f b inary  oppositions th a t value hierarchy. 
One of the most significant bifurcations is a theo ry /p rac tice  split. This 
split is based on two lim ited assum ptions. First, it assum es that there is 
an e ith e r /o r  relationship  instead  of a  b o th /a n d  reciprocity  between 
theory and  practice. Second, it follows th a t one m ust be be tte r than the 
o th er ra th e r than  both being equally  contingent. Boyce-Davies (1994) 
looks a t how the h ierarchical approach  to theory  in the academ y 
reifies a  th eo ry /p ractice  split which inevitably  posits theory  as an 
exclusive practice. She describes the "trickle down" approach  to 
knowledge. There are those privileged as the theorists, and  those who 
w rite about the theories o f the  theorists, and  then  teachers who use
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the work of the w riters to teach about the theories of the theorists. The
"trickle down" approach  suggests, then, that only  some people
(culturally  privileged and  male) are  considered theorists an d  o thers as
only  capable o f carrying ou t/p rac tic ing  the ideas o f said theorists.
In addition, bell hooks (1994) speaks to how the academ ic
rheto ric  o f theory  works to alienate the public. She insists th a t any
theory  th a t canno t be used in everyday conversation cannot be used to
educate  the public, an d  is thus not liberating. Her point begs the
question: W ho/w hat is theory  for anyway? When it is viewed as
academ ically  insular, theory  is perceived as separate from  everyday
practice and  m arginalizes the very people it is supposed to help. How,
then, do the m arginalized respond to academic theory?
On the one hand, I th ink  the response is a  spoken d isregard  for
theory  as w hat Bhabha (1994) m ight call a pedagogical object. On the
o th e r hand , however, in our process of identification, we
p erfo rm /p rac tice  theory. This is precisely the poin t Barbara Christian
(1990) makes with respect to people of color:
For people o f color have always theorized—but in form s quite 
d ifferent from  the W estern form  of abstract logic. And I am  
inclined to say that o u r theorizing (And I in tentionally  use the 
verb  ra th e r  than  the noun) is often in narra tive  form s, in the 
stories we create, in riddles and  proverbs, in the p lay  with 
language, since dynam ic ra th e r than fixed ideas seem  m ore to 
o u r liking. How else have we m anaged to survive with such 
spiritedness the assault on o u r bodies, social institu tions, 
coun tries, o u r very  hum anity?
I specify this everyday theorizing as folk theorizing in a ttem pts to 
d istinguish  it from  the theory  of the academy. The d istinction between
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"theorizing" and "theory" is purposeful. While theorizing is used to 
indicate an  everyday th ink ing th rough  experience, theory  represents 
an  idea fu rth e r rem oved; it works on everyday experience ra th e r than 
th rough  it. And while theory represen ts a somewhat stable reification 
of knowledge as a  p roduct of the academ y, theorizing validates the 
process o f thinking through experiences in everyday contexts. Folk 
theorizing is akin to w hat Gramsci (1988) refers to as "popular 
philosophy" which is the conception of the world that is im plicit in 
the practical experiences of the masses. Of course, I make these 
distinctions between academic theory  and  folk theorizing for the 
purpose of clarifying th e ir  use in this project. However, they are 
absolutely  in terrelated  and  discursive.
While it is my intention to value folk theorizing, it is no t my 
in tention  to romanticize it. Therefore, I m ust point out here that folk 
theorizing in m any African American circles can also be an 
exclusionary practice in the way that it does not, and understandably  
so, value the theory' of the academ y. If I were to give any credence to a 
th eo ry /p rac tice  split, I would certain ly  note that African American 
people in general, and  traditionally , show a strong proclivity for 
practice and  a suspicion of theory as it is constructed in the academy. 
Considering the ways in which trad itional theory' has e ith er 
d isregarded  or degraded the experiences o f African Americans and 
o th e r m arginalized groups, it is no t surprising tha t African American 
folk tend  to place a serious value on wisdom rooted in experience more 
so than  knowledge as abstract w ord (Jordan, 1985; Sm itherm an, 1977).
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Although there is a  strong tendency to view folk theorizing an d
academic theory  as exclusive, they, o f course do, no t have to be. bell
hooks (1994) elaborates:
Just as some elite academics who construct theories of 
"blackness" in  ways th a t m ake it a critical te rra in  which only 
the chosen few can en te r-u s in g  theoretical work on race to 
assert th e ir  au thority  over black experience, denying 
dem ocratic access to the process of theory  making—threa ten  
collective black liberation struggle, so do those among us who 
react to this by prom oting anti-intellectualism , by declaring 
theory  as worthless. By reinforcing the idea th a t there is a split 
between theory and  practice o r by creating such a split, both 
groups deny  the pow er of liberatory  education for critical 
consciousness, there by perpetuating  conditions that reinforce 
o u r collective exploitation and repression (p.69).
McLaren's (1991) reconceptualization of the relationship between
theory and  practice also contributes to the in-betw een of academ ic
theory and  folk theorizing. He notes that,
Theory always emerges out o f practice, and  practice is always 
inform ed by some form of theory...Theory is no t a m eans of 
distancing yourself from the m inutiae and  particulars of 
everyday life; rather, theory is an effort to understand  the 
liturgies o f the m undane and the  everyday ever more 
profoundly  (p. 20).
McLaren insists th a t we th ink of language (theory) n o t as p rio r to 
experience but constitutive of experience. Both hooks (1994) and  
McLaren (1991) argue that resisting either the language of theory  o r  
the language of experience is inhibiting to any  notion  of liberation. 
The dem ystification of the theory /practice  split opens spaces for 
negotiating epistem ological shifts in-between academ ic theory  and  the 
practice o f folk theorizing.
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To a certain  extent, the perceived tension /negotia tion  in-
between these two discourses is played ou t in  African American
intellectuals precisely because we em body both the experience o f
being Black an d  thus a certain  trad ition  of folk theorizing, and  the
experience of becom ing academ ics, which requires a  knowledge o f
how theory takes place in the academ y. Subsequently, my decision to
use the term  "African American Folk Theory” is to point not sim ply to
the way we engage in folk theorizing but the way we do it in
relationship  with academ ic theory. For clarification, if I were m ain ly
talking about the way African American folk theorize outside o f the
academy, I would m ore appropriately  have used the terminology
"Education for Liberation as African American Folk Theorizing."
Instead, Education for Liberation as African American Folk Theory is a
validation of the specific ontological perspective o f African A m erican
academ ics/in tellectuals.
I m entioned in the reflection that opened  the previous section
how my African American colleagues and  I theorized our tensions
through telling o u r stories, which is certain ly  a way of sharing
knowledge learned not in the academ y but in the context of o u r folk
experiences. Linguist Geneva Sm itherm an (1977) speaks to the
pervasiveness o f the story elem ent in the Black folk experience:
the story elem ent is so strong in black com m unication dynam ics 
it pervades general everyday conversation. An ord inary  
inquiry  is likely to elicit an  extended narra tive  response w here 
the abstract po in t o r general message will be couched in the 
concrete story  form (p.161).
4 0
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What I d id  not m en tion  explicitly, however, was the way in  which we 
also in tegrated  in to  o u r  sto ry  telling many of the  theories we have 
since learned in  th e  academ y. The integration o f th e  two reflects ©in­
experiences as well as asserts  a  particu lar epistem ological shifting in- 
between academ ic th eo ry  an d  folk theorizing. This shifting—which I 
identify as African A m erican folk th e o ry -  is one that, as Joan Scott 
(1992) suggests, does no t d isregard  experience o r lim it it to an 
explanation of origin, b u t em ploys it as a space o f exploration and 
examination. As an  African American academic w riting abou t and 
with o ther African A m erican academ ics in the context of this project, I 
make a concerted effo rt to symbolize the reciprocal n a tu re  of these 
knowledge constructions. Finally, a shifting epistem ology requires a 
reconsideration o f m ethodological possibilities ap p ro p ria te  for 
expressing the  in-betw een.
F itt in g  a  Big F oot in to  a  S m all  S h oe:
T h e  M e t h o d o lo g ic a l  I n - b e t w e e n
How do I fit a  big foot into a  small shoe? Should I even try? Is it 
a t all possible to s tre tch  the shoe? How badly does wearing a  too small 
shoe d isto rt the shape and  thus inhibit the capacity o f the foot? A big 
foot-small shoe m etaphor, I think, captures the possibilities we 
confront when we try  to fit big in-betweens into sm all e ith e r/o r 's . It 
really does limit o u r  capacities, especially our ab ility  for thinking 
critically about ourselves an d  the  world around us.
Recently, I was reflecting on a  lesson I taught a  few years ago to 
a group of high school s tuden ts. We were analyzing the  concepts of
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race and  racism in Mark Twain's H uckleberry Finn. I w anted them  to 
think critically about how these elements in teracted  in  diverse and  
sometimes contradicting m anners in this work. I organized th e  six- 
week lesson/s according to Freire’s (1970) notions of dialogue and  
problem  posing. Before and  a fte r reading the book, I in troduced  them  
to a  series of conflicting in terpretations of Twain's novel: some 
identifying it as an Am erican m asterpiece, o thers viewing it as racist 
trash. I posed the problem  in the form of a  question—Is this book 
racist o r not? Although I constantly  assured them  th a t there  was no 
"right" o r "one" answer, they  continued to form  opinions th a t revealed 
an inability to move beyond saying either: "This book is defin itely  
racist," or "No way, its not racist because..."
Initially, I figured th a t their lack of critical reflection was due 
to their own lim itations. However, as I reflected on the lesson m any 
times since teaching it, I have come to realize how my m ethod, my 
approach to the lesson actually  inhibited their critical th inking 
ra th er than enhanced it. By bifurcating the problem  into an e ith e r /o r  
proposition, I lim ited the ir possibilities for looking beyond rac is t/o r  
not. Even though my reasoning, my epistemology sought som ething 
more complex than rac ist/o r not, my m ethod d id  not allow room  for 
such complexity.
I do not want to fall prey again. How do I express the  infinite in- 
between in term s of the finite traditions of dissertation writing? Is 
there a  methodology tha t can support the constant shifting of my 
epistemology? If I choose autobiography over e thnography  o r vice
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versa how are the ontological and  epistemological in-betw eens 
distorted? How do I inh ib it the capacity of the  in-betw een w hen I 
choose theoretical research over field research? Can I cram  m y in- 
between into an  e ith e r /o r  space, o r can I cut a  hole in the top of the 
shoe and, at least, liberate my toes? Well, I believe that in o rd er to 
liberate m y in-between, I m ust allow it also to determ ine my 
m ethodology or, as I cut the hole to create new  space, m y 
m ethodologies.
I en tered  this project autobiographically and  I will work 
through it and leave it as such, because it is my way of dealing with 
the undeniable, well at least unavoidable, presence of subjectivity' and 
situated  knowledge. Although traditional research paradigm s stress 
objectivity' as an ideal, subjectivity is always im plicit in the choices of 
focus and  in terp re ta tion  m ade by the researcher. Therefore, I argue 
th a t all writing is im plicitly autobiographical, signifying th rough  
language, ideas, style etcetera, a  w riter's situatedness. However, to be 
explicitly autobiographical is to reflect on one's experiences as they 
inform  one's positionality, thinking and fu rth e r theorizing. My 
intention is not, however, to share a memoir o r just tell a story. I do 
not do, cannot do anym ore "uncritical au tobiography.”
My autobiographical voice is a  critical one in that it speaks to  my own 
process o f identifying and  thus to my theorizing. It is the voice, the 
self, the story th a t fram es this dissertation. It is Pinar's (1992) currere; 
I regress, progress, analyze and  synthesize on my journey  to self
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understanding, always asking: w hat has been and w hat is now m y 
educational experience?
The autobiographical voice is itself a double b ind  (Edgerton, 
1996). Even though educational autobiographies, as Franzosa (1992) 
points out,
are plotted as stories of resistance, they are connected to an d  
lim ited by a norm alization th a t cannot ever be fully displaced. 
This does not weaken th e  value of the autobiographical ac t as a 
cultural critique. R ather th e  discursive problem s an 
autobiographer confron ts in itia te  a  unique in te rp re ta tio n  of 
the relations between subject, self, author, and  world th a t o th e r  
m ore scholarly in te rp re ta tio n s  lack (P. 412).
As an African Am erican wom an, I negotiate these spaces in-
between subject, self, au thor, an d  the world from and  w ithin a
subjectivity defined by Joanne Braxton as the "Afra-American
experience." Braxton sees the m arg inalization  of African A m erican
wom en as a  prim ary aspect of th e  Afra-American consciousness:
As black women, we are born  into a mystic sisterhood, and  we 
live our lives w ithin a circle, a  realm  of shared language, 
reference, and  —w ithin the  veil o f o u r blackness and  
femaleness. We have been  as invisible to the dom inant cu ltu re  
as rain, we have been knowers, bu t we have no t been known. 
This paradox is central to  w hat I suggest we call Afra-American 
experience (1989, p .l) .
Because of our m arginalization an d  invisibleness, as no ted  earlier, we 
have what Patricia Collins (1990) has called a "peculiar angle of 
vision—the outsider within." Collins suggests that African A m erican 
wom en's consciousness is shaped  by the experience o f sim ultaneously  
being a  part and not a  part o f a  group. This outsider w ithin perspective 
allows us to go "a piece o f the way" with theories conceptualized
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outside of o u r realities. We, in o th er w ords, tend  to engage in a 
trad ition  o f "critical relationality" w hich m eans "negotiating, 
articu lating , and  in terrogating sim ultaneously  a  variety o f resis tan t 
discourses relationally and depending  on context, historical and  
political circumstances" (p. 47).
A nother im portant aspect o f m y autobiographical reflections is 
th a t they  value the presence of o th e r people in  my process of 
identification and  theorization. Both Collins (1990) and  Braxton (1989) 
em phasize how, for Black women in general, self is not defined as the  
increased autonom y gained by separa ting  oneself from  others, ra th e r  
self is form ed in the context of fam ily an d  community'.
I consciously place m yself in rela tionsh ip  to the African 
.American students whom I have taugh t and  teach and  who are, in a 
way, the co-subjects of this d isserta tion . My infusion of individual self 
with the com m unity of students is an  a ttem pt to approach the m atter of 
objectivity as a connection between subject and  object ra ther than  
their separation. What Sandra Harding (1993) refers to as objectivism  
has conventionally  been derived th ro u g h  a  separation between 
subject and  object, self and  o ther, research er and  researched. This 
perceived separation, however, is superficial. Ultimately, subject an d  
object, self and  other, researcher an d  researched  are co-constructed, 
th a t is th rough  their in teraction  th ey  a re  sim ultaneously constructing  
one ano ther. While objectivism seeks validation  through distanciation , 
Harding's (1993) notion of objectiv ity  brings the inextricable link 
between subject and object to the fore. She argues that
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objectivism  improvises its attem pts a t m aximizing objectivity 
when it tu rns away from the  task o f critica lly  identifying all 
those broad, historical and  social desires, in terests, and  values 
that have shaped the agendas, contents, an d  results of the 
sciences [as] m uch as they shape the re s t of hum an affairs (p. 
170).
Harding (1993) thus concludes tha t strong objectivity  requires that 
"the subject of knowledge be placed on the sam e critical plane as the 
objects of knowledge" (p. 69). Frankly, I believe th a t the only possible 
way to historicize ra th e r than essentialize experiences and the 
identities to which they relate is to seek understand ing  in, ra ther than 
avoid, the relationship  in-between self and  o ther, subject and object, 
researcher an d  researched. This also allows us to u n derstand  the 
sim ultaneity o f these subjectivities. I am, a t one and  the same time, 
subject and object, self and other, researcher and  researched as are 
the students w ith whom I interact. It is w ithin this fram e of m ind that 
I tu rn  to in troduce the specific com m unity o f African American 
students with, for, and about whom I theorize.
In the spring semester of 1997, I h ad  an  opportun ity  to co­
design and co-teach a class geared specifically tow ard African 
American underg raduates at Louisiana State University.
The course focused on the influence of the teacher, as a culturally 
situated  knower, in constructing and  presen ting  curricu lum  content. 
One of the m ain purposes of the class was to teach the students how to 
deconstruct th e  curriculum  and how to question  the taken-for-granted 
assum ptions th a t value certain knowledges an d  n o t others. We 
in troduced  a  variety  o f readings on the cu ltu ra l context o f African
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American education  as a  foundation  for questioning the  trad itional 
curriculum  o f Am erican public education. I taught a  sim ilar course in 
the spring sem ester of 1998. However, the em phasis was on howr the 
concepts of race an d  cu ltu re  have influenced ou r struggle, o u r 
understandings o f quality  education  for African Am erican people.
The students in  both of these courses are an  im portan t aspect of 
this project, the la tte r m ore so than  the form er. I have spen t a  great 
deal of time observing them , conversing with them , challenging them  
and being observed and  challenged by them. Together we have looked 
a t the h istory  of ourselves—as African American people and  as 
intellectuals—and we have tried  to consider the significance of th a t 
history in our p resen t perform ances of self/selves w hich, as I will 
dem onstrate, reflect an d  reject th a t history. We navigate in-between 
the pedagogical and  the perform ative (Bhabha, 1994), an d  our 
navigations im plicate the infusion of m argins and  cen te r  (Edgerton, 
1996) in ou r process of identification and theorization.
As I seek to understand, to deconstruct the studen ts ' 
perform ances o f self, my in ten t is ethnographic. This p ro ject is about 
understanding education for liberation, in part, from  th e ir  po in t of 
view. However, I also try  to contem plate their m eaning m aking of 
education for liberation from  th e ir point of perform ance. In o th er 
words, while I take into consideration their explicitly s ta ted  ideas about 
education and  liberation, I look, as well, to the way they  ]j£ them selves 
in relationship to the ir ideas. Of course, one o f the im portan t elem ents 
in any ethnographic endeavor is context. To this end, I w ant to give
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some descrip tion of the env ironm ent at Louisiana State University as 
the place in which these s tuden ts perform  them selves as African 
Am erican intellectuals. Because o f the possible controversial n a tu re  of 
this project, I use pseudonym s in  place of the students ' real nam es.
A critical look a t positionality  entails a  critical consideration of 
tim e and  place. In his book, Race. Culture and  the City. S tephen Haymes
(1995) asserts that u rban  Blacks' m aking of place is tied to the 
construction  of their social iden tities. T heir place-making practice, he 
contends, is "linked with day  -to-day survival. But it is w ithin the 
realm  of day-to-day life, o f daily  survival, th a t black urban 
com m unities create 'public spaces' th a t allow them  to develop self 
definitions o r social identities th a t a re  linked to consciousness and  
politics of resistance" (p. 10-11). Accordingly, Haymes (1995) signifies 
the  im portance of place and  place-m aking, o r the fusion o f experience 
and  space, to the construction o f social identity: "What is im portant...is 
tha t place and  identity  are  bound  together, and  culture is the glue that 
bonds them" (p. 89). A lthough he speaks specifically of black urban  
com m unities, his theory  is applicable to the African American studen t 
com m unities a t Louisiana State U niversity w here the s tuden ts ' place- 
making and  sim ultaneous construction  of social identities are  linked to 
the ir day-to-day "survival" a t th e  university.
Louisiana State U niversity has its own peculiar ways o f dealing 
with racial and  cultural difference. LSU is a  large, southern  university  
located in the capital city of Baton Rouge. It is Louisiana's "flagship" 
university. There are 27,000 studen ts, 2000 of whom are African
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American. At this, it is a historically p redom inate ly  W hite institu tion.
Despite the Brown decision in 1954, a  process of desegregation did not
begin a t the university until the late 60's an d  early  70's. As a graduate
student a t LSU, I find the adm inistration still, in  1998, very
conservative regarding issues of racial an d  cu ltu ra l difference,
particu larly  w here African Americans are  concerned. There seems to
be a general reluctance to deal with differences in  any significant
way—not only on the part of the adm inistration in general but the
en tire  cam pus body. This sentim ent is reflected  in African American
students ' and  faculty 's com m ents regarding the environm ent a t the
university. The following rem arks are some I collected during
conversations with students and  faculty and  noted in student
reflections from  January  1997 through M arch of 1998:
You know m any of o u r students [Black] are  shocked when they 
get here. They are the best and the brightest... but they find th a t 
there a ren 't too m any things here th a t say you 're  at home, tha t 
people understand  you.
(Faculty mem ber)
I attended  a high school th a t had a population  of 50 percent 
black and 50 percent white. This ra tio  was carried  through in 
my classes. I would say th a t race relations were great. White and  
black people felt com fortable being them selves around each 
o ther. W hen I came to Louisiana State University that changed. 
W hite people here w eren 't in terested in black people and  black 
people definitely were not in terested  in white people. I en tered  
an in tegrated  university th a t had its own little segregated 
com m unities.
(Angie, student)
Through th is first year a t Louisiana State University, I have 
noticed a m ental and  physical segregation between the races. 
The blacks hang together and  the wrhites hang together. Parties 
are e ither all black or all white.
(Denis, student)
4 9
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
Many times we are alone in a classroom setting, there is no 
com m on cu ltu re  to share. This affects the learning process. 
Teachers m ay feel they do no t have to include diversity issues 
in to  their curriculum . They m ay not want to discuss problem s 
w ithin the Black o r Hispanic America. Many desensitize 
them selves because they feel com fortable in  a  "white setting".
Some educators forget they have m inority studen ts in class and  
will m ake racial slurs.
(Toy, student)
In general, m any students and faculty feel that the  university 
"tolerates" them  but does not support them. To this end, students 
rem ain rac ia lly /cu ltu ra lly  segregated on cam pus, thus making place 
in separate spaces which are clearly defined by blackness. Ms. Pratt, 
an advisor to m inority  students, believes that s tudents tu rn  to their 
own groups and  make place in o rder to "buffer them  from  lack of 
support" on campus.
Moreover, in the  past two years, there have been several 
incidents on cam pus that have exacerbated racial tensions and 
dem onstrate the insidious ways in  which African American students 
are m ade to feel as though they have to "survive" on campus. Early in 
1997, a  scholarship scandal was uncovered in which a university 
official was giving scholarship m oney ear-m arked for m inority 
students to several m em bers o f White Fraternities (Bullock, 1996). 
Another incident occurred in the spring of 1997 during  student 
governm ent elections. There were two leading cam paign tickets: one 
organized by several White student organizations on campus; and  the 
o ther referred  to as the "m inority ticket," a  coalition of several
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m inority  groups including African A m erican, hom osexual, an d  
wom en's groups. Racial issues escalated w hen one of the m ost popular 
candidates on the m inority  ticket was th rea ten ed  with disqualification 
(Courreges, 1997). The cam pus env ironm ent also has b latan t rem inders 
o f the historical d isregard  of African A m erican people. For instance, 
s tuden ts have been rallying to p a in t over a  m ural in  one of the 
university  lecture halls because o f its offensive natu re . The m ural 
depicts Black people pickin' cotton. Many have also, as o f late, been 
vociferous about the nam e o f the  re s tau ran t—The Plantation R oom - in 
the studen t union. Although cam paigns have been sta rted  to renam e it, 
they  have thus far been unsuccessful. Much of the racial tension on 
cam pus is played ou t in the R evillie  which is the daily  studen t 
new spaper. There have been countless negative editorial com m ents 
an d  jokes about issues such as Ebonics an d  m inority  student 
scholarships. This is m ore or less the context in which the studen t 
perform ances take shape an d  take place, and  thus has a significant 
influence on their process o f identification.
Ultimately, my m ethodological approach  is to navigate in- 
betw een autobiography and  ethnography , w ritten  research  and  field 
research, my story and  their stories, m y voice an d  their voices, 
academ ic theory and folk theorizing. I re fer to this com bination of in- 
betweens as au to se th n o g rap h y . As an  au tosethnograph ic  text, this 
s tudy  integrates personal narra tive  and  cu ltu ra l explication, and  it 
recognizes the im portance of my d isplaced subjectivity as an 
indigenous member of the cu ltu re  u n d er scru tiny  (Deck, 1990).
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Consequently, this text represents w hat Alice Deck (1990) has called a
layering o f th e  autobiographical double-consciousness and  the  two-
dim ensional e thnograph ic  aw areness:
I see a  layering of the au tob iograph ical double-consciousness 
(m yself in the  past and  m yself in  the  p resen t m om ent of 
n arra tio n ), along with th e  tw o-dim ensional ethnographic 
awareness, on the one hand, of th e  self "in the field" (the ir 
native villages) among th e  fam ily an d  friends that constitu te  
the objects of study and, on the  o th e r hand, of the objects' 
experiences o f themselves (p .249).
Furtherm ore, I a ttem pt to write my "self' in term s of what I know—as
an em ergen t African American cu rricu lum  theo ris t—about the
history, cu lture , and  education of African Am erican people. In this
sense, this text is a "figural an thropology  o f th e  self' (Lionett, 1990). At
the same time, I try  to reveal the  "unsayable persistence" (Edgerton,
1996) th a t is African American cu ltu re /s . Finally, I even stretch the
m eaning o f autoethnography to incorporate  "autos" as a way of
signifying the dialogic character o f cu ltu ra l explication. Respectively,
this project recognizes a process of philosophizing in the way th a t
Outlaw (1983) describes:
Even m ore, we are to grasp no t only  the 'm ental life' in w hich 
the life-praxis/form s of expression have the ir origin, bu t also 
the  relevant historical circum stances th a t provide the g round  
and  context of their developm ent. For blacks who would 
philosophize, this task should  be one th a t can be met easily, for 
doing so constitutes self-understanding: We seek to understand  
o u r life-world (p.67).
From this perspective, my m ethodology/s parallels a  way of 
researching and  writing that is often dem onstra ted  in the works o f
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African American scholars such as Zora Neale H urston (1984) and 
W.RB. DuBois (1903,1940).
E n te r in g  C u rr icu lu m  C o n v e r s a t io n s
What im plications does this research have for educational 
theory and practice? I am  interested  in expanding curren t 
conversations in curricu lum  theorizing which view the politics of 
identity as central to the educational process (Pinar e t al, 1994). A 
significant part of the  struggle for quality education m ust be focused 
on curriculum  content, structure, and presentation . While our debates 
are wedged between curriculum  developm ent and  curriculum  
understanding an d  their contradictions, quality  education  becomes a 
question for all Americans. I think this is the dilem m a Pinar (1975) 
raises in his essay "Sanity, Madness and the School." From a 
psychoanalytic perspective, Pinar dem onstrates how  the context of 
school, in m any ways, causes a process of alienation of students from 
themselves; it drives them  mad. However, what Pinar (1992) offers as a 
means of seeking sanity  in the context of school is working from 
"within," a notion fu rth e r developed in his idea of currere  which 
poses curriculum  as understanding of self.
Because of the ways in which race, gender, class, and  sexual 
orientation form  and  inform  school curricula, I th ink  everyone is—in 
some way—hindered  in  their processes o f self understanding .
However, what I focus on in this project are  the ways in which 
race/cu ltu re  identification has (d eco n s tru c ted  the  quality  o f and the 
struggle for education  among African Americans. This struggle, I
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believe, has always been about self-understanding, o r  in Karenga's 
(1983) estim ation "self realization as both  a  cognitive and practical 
enterprise:" which is both a "cultural project and  process." To this end, 
our articulations o f  education for liberation can be viewed as both a 
cu ltural project a n d  a  cultural process o f/fo r  self understanding. I 
take these notions to  be similar to Bhabha's (1994) pedagogical and 
perform ative w hich s tructu re  the in-betw een of cultural 
identification.
As a cu ltu ra l project or pedagogical object, education for 
liberation req u ires /is  a  history. For m any years ye t and still, o u r self 
understanding has been hindered because school curricula has lacked 
or m inim ized any  reference to the h istory  of African American people 
(Rivers & Lomotey, 1998). However, with the  em ergence of Black 
studies, m ultie thn ic /m ulticu ltu ral (Gay, 1983) an d  African-centered 
(Rivers & Lomotey, 1998; Shujaa, 1994) education, an  im portant 
question has, a t least, been raised: What does it m ean to be Black in 
America? This question, as Pinar (1993) notes, is a  crucial one for all 
A m ericans:
To a still unacknowledged extent, the American nation was built 
by African Am ericans. African A m ericans' presence inform s 
every elem ent of American life. For European American 
students to understand  who they are, they  m ust understand that 
their existence is predicated upon, in terrelated  to, and 
constitu ted  in  fundam ental ways by African Americans (P. 62).
Yet, in this pro ject, I re iterate  its very basic significance for African 
.American students in particular. Of course, the lack of what Beverly 
Gordon (1993) has called African American cu ltu ra l knowledge has left
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this question  unansw ered and  even m any tim es unasked. Gordon 
(1993) identifies African American cu ltu ra l knowledge as th a t which
expressed th rough  the beliefs, values, perspectives, and  world 
view—can be found in the au toch thonous cu ltural artifacts 
gen era ted  w ithin the African-Am erican existential condition. 
This existential condition  reflects the .African-American 
cu ltu ra l, social, economic, historical, an d  political experience 
(p. 64).
According to G ordon (1993), it is one's relationship to this knowledge
that is the basis of a liberatory pedagogy. For it is cultural knowledge
rooted in the ontological perspectives of .African .Americans that
allows for the  "self-reflection and  self-understanding, in itial steps
toward em ancipation  from dom ination" (p.71).
G ordon's (1993) notion of cultural knowledge focuses explicitly
on African .American as pedagogical object which, I think, is
im portan t bu t only  half o f the journey tow ard self-understanding. In
o ther w ords, the  inclusion of .African .American history has been an
im portant step toward quality education (Ratteray, 1994), yet it does not
answer fully the complex question—YVhat does it mean to be Black in
.America? The teaching of Black History, for instance, has in some
respects w orked to reify African .Americans to reduced m odes of racial
being. Kincheloe (1993) expounds:
Black h isto ry  has often been rep resen ted  in the curriculum  as a 
set of isolated events—slaves as bit players in the larger 
po rtray a l o f the Civil War, b rief “personality  profiles” of 
Sojourner T ruth , Booker T. W ashington as “a credit to his race,” 
George W ashington Carver and  the peanut, Martin Luther King, 
Jr. , as the one-dim ensional leader of a deconte.xtualized civil 
rights m ovem ent now relegated to the past. The black history 
taught in schools has not really induced students to ask: What 
does it m ean to be a black American?
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It is these decontexualized, heroic images o f the raced o th er that
Gerald Early (1997) finds troublesom e in his critique of Black History
m onth as a failure in “reim agining African-Am erican national
iden tity  and reconfiguring the extent of A frican-Am erican charac ter
or in forcing Americans, black and white, to deal with the true  burden
of their common h isto ry ” (p. 10).
What does not often get considered when we attem pt to answer
this question—W hat does it m ean to be Black in America?—is the
perform ative realm  o f identification or the dynam ics of cultural
process. I think Gordon (1993) implies as much, because she does not
say that it is our knowledge of our history cu ltu re  that is liberatory
but our "relationship" to that knowledge. What d id  it m ean to be Negro
in 1900 and how is tha t the same as and different from to w hat it means
to be who we think we are  in the present? This I is problem atic on all
levels of education. In the way that we view cu ltu re  as an
epistemology, em pirical referent or object, we often do not speak about
cu ltu re  as enunciative practice as signification and
institutionalization (Bhabha, 1994). Yet, cu ltu re  as enunciative
practice cannot d isregard  the place of the epistem ological pedagogical
notions of cu lture in  the process of cultural identification, for
the enunciative process introduces a split in the perform ative 
present of cu ltu ra l identification; a split between traditional 
culturalist dem and for a model, a tradition, a  com m unity, a  stable 
system of reference, and the necessary negation of the certitude 
in the articu la tion  of new cultural dem ands, m eanings, 
strategies in the political present, as a practice of dom ination or 
resistance (Bhabha, 1994, p. 5).
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Where American school curricula do address the question (W hat does it 
m ean to be Black in America?), it is answ ered from  a pedagogical 
perspective, with th e  inclusion o f African Am erican history . Yet, I see 
the reverse circum stance in  the  field o f curricu lum  theory  w here the 
perform ative (as a  postcolonial concept) is addressed alm ost to the 
exclusion of the pedagogical. I can  best speak about m y last statem ent 
from personal experience as an  em ergent curricu lum  theorist.
The field o f curricu lum  theory, as I have been in troduced to it 
and engaged in it, has rare ly  included or addressed African American 
historical texts—n o t philosophic, educational, o r otherw ise. While we 
regularly a ttend  to curricu lum  theory  as it has historically been 
constructed by white, m ale cen tered  discourse from  Habermas to 
Foucault, we deal to a  m uch lesser extent w ith the ways in which 
women, African Am ericans, an d  o th e r m arginalized groups have 
always been curricu lum  theorizing. In o ther words, w here I get an in- 
depth  focus on Dewey, for instance, I feel as though I only encounter 
others like Anna Julia Cooper, W.E.B. DuBois, Fannie Jackson Coppin, or 
Cater G. Woodson in m y stum bles from  the norm  w here any  in-depth 
analysis o r serious class discussion is rare. Petra M unro (1998) 
recognizes how h isto ry  as we know it limits contradiction, m ultiplicity 
and difference. She goes on to dem onstrate how this is true of 
curriculum  h isto ry  in  its exclusion o r  m arginal inclusion of w om en’s 
work. There is a com parable d isregard  for the historical contributions 
of African Americans. As a  result, we rem ain caught up
5 7
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
in  the Other status because we only e n te r  the  conversation as a 
cu rren t "response" to the center.
Although in postm odern trends, curricu lum  conversations are, 
in m any instances, about d isrupting h is to ry /ie s  as authoritative, 
u n ita ry  texts, in the ir articulation o f th e  d isrup tion , they represen t an  
em ergent history. Frankly, I find both the  trad itional and the 
em ergent problem atic because n e ith er has sufficiently addressed 
m arginal discourses. While trad itional (curriculum ) history  blatantly  
ignored, subjugated wom en's and African Americans' experiences, the 
em ergent history suggests that we need  to  deconstruct something we 
have not had the opportun ity  to know o r  to study. Besides, m uch of 
w hat we have been exposed to in curricu lum  theorizing has been 
established by w hat the cen ter thinks is w orthy to consider about the 
m argins. Again, I am wondering w hen a n d  how do we incorporate the 
way the m arginalized have seen, and do see the center not as a side 
bar, bu t as a  prim ary basis for looking a t curriculum  history.
This brings me back to Education for Liberation as (an) African 
American Folk Theory as a  basis for understand ing  education and 
liberation as it has been thought and perform ed on the margins. I 
th ink  it can be an im portan t in terjec tion  in to  curriculum  
conversations that have, for the m ost part, focused on education for 
liberation as it has been articulated from  a  dom inant liberal paradigm  
constituting the works of Dewey and  Freire am ong others. I locate 
Education for Liberation as (an) African American Folk Theory as an 
enunciation  in-betw een the pedagogical an d  the perform ative, the
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m argins an d  the  center. As such, w hat unfolds raises some very 
critical questions abou t the concepts o f education  and  liberation  and  
the relationship  betw een them . I will re tu rn  to these in  my concluding 
chapter.
M a p p in g  M y M o v es
In this in tro d u c to ry  chapter, I have d iscussed the foundations of 
Education for Liberation as (an) African A m erican Folk Theory. I view 
it as an  enuncia tion  in-betw een the pedagogical/perform ative and  the 
m arg ins/cen ter. I re fe r to it as a  (en )coun ter narra tive . In o rd e r to 
articu late the in-betw een, I situate m y s tudy  in  the  ontological 
perspectives o f Black intellectualizing, the epistem ological shifting 
between academ ic theory  an d  folk theorizing, an d  the m ethodological 
com bination o f au tose thnography .
In ch ap te r two, I explore education  for libera tion  as a 
pedagogical object o r  cu ltural project on the m argins. To this end, I 
look at the h istory  o f race /cu ltu re  as th a t which marks our 
m arginality. I consider the  ways in w hich race /c u ltu re  discourses 
have influenced African Americans' struggle for quality  education  
and  their subsequen t ideas about education  for liberation. W ithin this 
chap ter I rely  m ain ly  on African Am erican educational scholarship.
In ch ap te r three, I tu rn  to education  for liberation  as a 
perform ative signification. I look a t the perform ances o f African 
American s tuden ts a t Louisiana State University as they coincide and 
contradict the cu ltu ra l project. I juxtapose th e ir  perform ances with 
historic conceptualizations o f blackness and  id en tity  such as the
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double-consciousness (DuBois, 1903), historical discontinuity (Cruse, 
1967), in ternalized oppression (Davis, 1983; Fanon, 1967), and  corporeal 
m alediction (Fanon, 1967). I try  to dem onstrate how, within their 
perform ances, education an d  liberation sometimes coincide and o th e r 
tim es con trad ic t as they negotiate the tensions in-between the 
pedagog ica l/ perform ative and  the  m argins/center.
In ch ap te r four, I discuss, in more depth , the significance of 
th is pro ject to curriculum  conversations. I suggest that taking 
m arg inality  as a  starting po in t for understanding education for 
libera tion  raises some serious questions which are  perhaps, rhetorical 
because they reflect the contradiction and am biguity of the in- 
betw een, refusing conclusions bu t requiring decisions.
A lthough I have not com prehensively considered the effects of 
g ender an d  class discourses, I do understand them  to be significant 
factors. My in ten tion  is no t to minimize their im portance, but ra th e r 
to recognize race /cu ltu re  as the prim ary prism  through which I/We 
see the  world. While I am  clear th a t gender and  class in general, and  
m y gender and  class in particular, are im portant to the process of 
identification, to the point that they are not w ritten in this paper is 
perhaps representative of my need to focus on the discourse of 
race /cu ltu re  as the "idea" which I feel has denied me most. Yet, you 
a re  welcome to read  in-betw een these lines w here I am  sure you will 
find  the im plications of gender and  class constructions.
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CHAPTER TWO
EDUCATION FOR LIBERATION AS 
THE HISTORY OF A PEOPLE 
C o n s id e r in g  H is to r y
We did  not know, we did no t know, we did not know.... is 
reverberating  in my head  because it is the one statem ent that has been 
consisten t among the m ajority  o f African American students who I 
teach. W hat they did no t know was the history, the complex his ton,' of 
struggle for education among African American people. During the 
first few days of class, I find that the sum total of what they know is 
constitu ted  either in m yths, moments, o r misconceptions. They believe 
that there was no education  during slavery; integration is 
desegregation is all good; and that it was by the benevolence of White 
folk that Black folk learned  to read and write. Fissures, fissures, 
fissures... can I a ttend  to them  in just a  semester? Am I convinced that 
it is absolutely necessary for them  to be exposed to the history of their 
ontological we? I am, b u t are they? It is clear, in the beginning, th a t 
they are no t convinced and  why should they be, for they have no idea 
of the relevance or the power of w hat they do not know.
I have also heard  m any times, "I never heard of education for 
liberation?" ’’How could you,” I ask, ” when you are unaware of the 
historic and  on going struggle for education, quality education am ong 
your people?" Think o f education for liberation as a m etaphor fo r this 
struggle. Ironically, they  are  unaw are—in a critical way-- o f the
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legacy for which they  are  now responsible. A nother unknowing that
quickly becomes evident in  our initial discussions is that they have no
in -dep th  understand ing  of how the concepts of race/cu ltu re  have
inform ed what is and  is not, and  was not, always available to them  as a
m arginalized group. Since there  are  no longer legal barriers to
educational attainm ent, race is no longer th a t significant and  cultural
context never gets considered. This is especially true of the students in
my classes because they are  the ones who have "made it,” so to speak.
By the end of the week, I am  thinking hm m m ...m is-education for
m issed liberation.
W hat role does history  play in o u r on-going journeys toward
self-understanding? If we consider Bhabha's (1994) claim that
identification is ’’never the affirm ation of a  pre-given identity , never
a  self-fulfilling prophecy--it is always the production of an  image of
iden tity  an d  the transform ation o f the subject in assuming that im age”
(p. 45), what happens when that image of identity  is but a denial of
y our presence, the partial m etonym  of som eone else's? According to
Amilcar Cabral (1974), when a people are denied the history of
them selves, there is cu ltura l repression, an d  thus liberation as an act
of cu ltu re  is denied. M aulana Karenga (1983) insists that we suffer an
iden tity  crisis, an alienation
characterized by estrangem ent an d  separation of hum ans from  
themselves, each other, th e ir species, nature, their labor, and  
the products of the ir labor. In a  word, it is estrangem ent and 
separation of hum ans from  all o r  anything through which 
they can realize themselves (p.216).
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Castenell and Pinar (1993) elaborate on a  psychoanalytic repression 
w hich im pairs intelligence "because it siphons o ff energy  from , for 
instance, problem  solving to m aintain repression . F urther repression 
implies th a t inform ation is limited, as well as d isto rting  the 
inform ation that is available" (p.6). And then, as Edgerton (1996) 
insists, the desire to lie~to imagine only a  p artia l " tru th ”-- m ust go on, 
like a snowball effect, to protect not only the p e rp e tra to r bu t all those 
who buy into the lie.
How do we begin to re-imagine education an d  its relationship to 
liberation; how do we sta rt to demythologize, contextualize and 
reconceptualize? I begin in this chap ter w ith a historization, a 
genealogy of sons, on the concepts that have constitu ted  us in and  re­
presented  us from the m argins—nam ely those term s race and culture. 
From there, I will discuss more specifically the con trad ic to ry  and 
am bivalent in-betw een o f race /cu ltu re  in the signification of 
blackness in US society. Finally, I end with an  e laboration  on 
education for liberation as a pedagogical object, as constitu ted  history 
shaped by the race /cu ltu re  m arginalization of African American 
people.
O n th e  C o n cep t o f  R ace
Race is not a  thing to be defined but an  idea to be constantly 
evaluated and re-evaluated as it is and has been used in a variety of 
m anners to both  construct and deconstruct re la tionships of privilege 
and  oppression. Malik (1996) notes that the relationsh ip  of W estern 
society to the idea of race is an "ambiguous and  am bivalent" (p.2) one
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which reflects the  social and  historical contingency of the
relationships between hum anity, society and  n a tu re . Although Malik
(1996) makes the im portant point that the m odem  discourse on race
has its roots in an  attem pt to differentiate social classes w ithin
European society, racial theories eventually cam e to denote the
inferiority  o f nonw estem  peoples (and  w esterners w ith nonw estem
ancestry). Thus in term s of race, the relationship  between hum anity,
society^, and  n a tu re  has em erged as one th a t signifies difference.
M oreover, as a (mis) representation  of difference, race-reg u la ted
through  theological, scientific, and  sociological explanations—was
used to rationalize oppression of one group over others.
Initially, theories of racial inferiority  were supported  by-
theology. Racial inferiority was believed to be ordained by' God.
Manning (1995), for instance, recognizes how Christianity was used to
give credence to such theories:
In Christianity', for example, the subjugation of one race to 
an o th e r was p u t forth  as a p a rt of a  preordained , hierarchical 
fram ew ork of institutional and spiritual allegiances. Hence, in 
America, the overwhelming support by the  clerical 
establishm ent for the institution of slavery (p. 319).
In the following excerpt. Dr. Martin Luther King speaks poignantly 
about theological reasoning on the racial in feriority  of African 
A m ericans:
You know there used to be a time when some people used to 
argue the inferiority  of the Negro an d  the colored races 
generally  on the basis of the Bible an d  religion. They would say 
th a t the Negro was inferior by natu re  because of Noah's curse * 
upon the children of Ham. And then  ano ther bro ther had 
probably  read  the logic of Aristotle. You know Aristotle brought 
into being syllogism which had  a m ajor prem ise and  a m inor
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premise and  a  conclusion, and one b ro ther had  probably read 
Aristotle and  he pu t his argum ent in the fram ework of an 
Aristotelian syllogism. He could say th a t all m en are  made in the 
image of God. This was a  m ajor premise. Then came his m inor 
premise: God, as everybody knows, is not a  Negro; therefore the 
Negro is not a man. And th a t was logic (quoted  in  Dudley, 1997)!
The theological explanation th a t God made some people superior and
others inferior became increasingly problem atic in  a society
concerned with social progress an d  social stability. Eventually, the
idea that God determ ined such relations was replaced by a  scientific
mission to "prove" racial inferiority  (Malik, 1996).
According to Malik (1996), the prem ise of scientific racism was
based on three fundam ental beliefs about the relationship  between
humanity, society, and nature. For one, there was the belief that
hum an developm ent was purposive and evolutionary. Second, hum ans
were higher o rder animals. Finally, m ental abilities were believed to
be related to physical characteristics. These beliefs gave rise to a
scientific mission to prove th e ir validity (Hall, 1996), and as Manning
(1995) notes that African Americans were central to this mission:
Nineteenth century  science found in the Negro a ready (if not 
willing) subject for study, and its conclusions pointed to a 
supposed inherent inferiority  in the Negro. Science, 
essentially, defined race, and was subsequently  abused in the 
promotion of racism in America (p. 319).
In William Harper's Memoir on Slavery (1837), he espouses some of 
these beliefs about Black people, a t the time, as a rationalization for 
slavery:
That the African negro is an inferior varie ty  of the hum an race 
is, I think, now generally adm itted, and  his distinguishing 
characteristics are such as peculiarly m ark him  ou t for the 
situation which he occupies among us. And these are  no less
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m arked in  th e ir original country , than  as we have daily  
occasion to observe them . The m ost rem arkable is the ir 
indifference to personal liberty . In th is they have followed 
the ir instincts since we have any knowledge of th e ir con tinen t, 
by enslaving each o ther, bu t con trary  to the experience of 
every race, the possession of slaves has no m aterial effect in 
raising the character, and  prom oting the civilization o f the 
m aster (quoted in Dudley 1997, p. 52-53).
Despite the persistence o f several factions o f science-phrenology ,
eugenics, an thropom etry , e tc .-sc ience  has, by and  large, been unable
to prove or define race in any way th a t validates it as a  w orthy
biological basis for classification o r hierarchical d istinction  betw een
groups of people (Hall, 1996; Malik, 1996; Omi & Winant, 1986).
Nevertheless, in spite o f its scientific insignificance and  various
scholarly projects to deconstruct its objective basis (Hail, 1996; Malik,
1996; Omi & Winant, 1986, 1994; Outlaw, 1990), race has continued to be a
significant construct in Am erican (US) society.
How and  why has race as a  basis for hum an classification
continued to shape social, political, and  cultural life in  the United
States? In our attem pts to erase race, we speak it, feel it, live it ever
m ore subtly. That is dangerous, particu larly  when considering the  way
denial affects possibility, o r as Taylor (1994) suggests, m isrecognition
becomes a form of oppression. In this sense, a discussion on race
becomes m ediated th rough  race-thinking, through racial discourse.
Here, race-thinking does no t necessarily im ply racial discrim ination;
it refers to the m anner in which, " 'race ' is a  constitutive elem ent of
our common sense and  thus a key com ponent o f our 'taken for g ranted
valid reference schem a' th rough  which we get on in the world"
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(Outlaw, 1990, p.58). A lthough race-thinking has taken on some 
allusion of progression from  theological explanation to ideological 
construct, it is actually  an  enunciative category (Bhabha, 1994) in- 
between various m eanings. For instance, in the  m any discussions I 
have about race w ith d ifferen t people, and  w ith m y students in 
particu lar, the concept takes on all kinds of m eanings-theo log ical, 
scientific, sociological, an d  some kind of am algam ation of all o f them .
It is not uncom m on to hear, as one student p u t it, "God made me Black 
and  th a t's  a fact th a t I cannot change"; nor is it unusual to hear people 
talk about how Black folk got rhy thm  o r how we are more ath letic  o r 
agile. And it certainly is not odd  to hear folks run  down the m any ways 
Black people are "just different" than  White people because o u r 
socialization is d ifferent.
Just as these ways of thinking about race have not been p roven  
to be "true," neither have they been absolutely proven to be false 
(Outlaw, 1996). Does one have to be disregarded for the o ther to be 
"true"? Do they all have to be rejected for us to move beyond placing 
them  hierarchically  a n d /o r  in b inary  opposition? Even though the  
m anner in which we use and  th ink  about race on  an  everyday basis 
d isrup ts any ordering o f past and  presen t m eanings, we have, 
nonetheless in our w riting of race, tried  to cap tu re  its "unsayable 
persistence" (Edgerton, 1996).
In Dusk of Dawn. DuBois (1940) traces his evolving 
understanding  of race from  elem entary  th rough  H arvard g raduate  
school. He reveals his em ergent understand ing  from  unquestioned
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acceptance of race as God's work, to scientific race dogma, to its tu rn  
toward cu ltu re  and  cu ltu ra l history. In his analysis, he  poses a  serious 
challenge to the  objective a n d  fixed n a tu re  o f race by acknowledging 
its am biguity and  changing m eanings. Accordingly, he states,
"Perhaps it is wrong to  speak of it as a  'concept' ra th er th an  a  group of 
contradictory forces, facts, and  tendencies" (p. 133). DuBois' a ttem pt to 
not only d isrup t the  biological basis of race, bu t to also im plicate its 
sociological significance an d  self-perpetuating  character, has 
foregrounded m uch of the re th ink ing  of race in cu rren t scholarship .
In "On the Theoretical Status of the  Concept of Race," Omi & 
W inant (1993) note th a t since the dem ystification of race as an 
objective, biological essence, there  has been a counter-analysis 
defining the concept as a purely  ideological construct giving way to a 
false consciousness. In o th er words, because race has no scientific 
validity, it no longer constitu tes an  im portan t or relevant aspect of 
American identity . However, as the au thors argue, race is n e ith er an  
objective reality  nor a sim ple ideological construct; it is instead 
somewhere in betw een the two.
In the space in-betw een objective reality and subjective 
im agination, race has becom e a com m on sense elem ent in Am erican 
life in which perceptions o f race affect various consequences th rough  
race-thinking. In this sense, m any scholars agree th a t the concept of 
race has a  life o f its own. Consequently, it reflects a  Foucaultian notion  
of discourse w here race operates as a  discursive practice which "itself 
forms the objects o f which it speaks" (Pinar et al, 1994, p.562). As an
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ever-evolving sociohistoricai an d  cu ltu ra l phenom ena in the US, 
Outlaw (1990) identifies race as a  fundam ental com ponent of race- 
thinking, a taken-for-granted basis for arran g in g  groups and 
organizing Iife-worlds. Similarly, Omi & W inant (1994) contend th a t 
"dom inant racial theory provides society w ith 'com m onsense' ab o u t 
race, and  categories for identification of individuals an d  groups in  
racial terms" (p. 11). Goldberg (1993) defines race as a  discourse 
through which "racialized and racist ways o f seeing the  world an d  
representing it--has constitu ted  and  m ore sub tly  still articu la tes— 
central tropes of m odern characterization an d  contem porary  
configuration" (p. xiii). Hall (1996), like Goldberg, specifically views 
race as discourse. He contends th a t race is a  discursive construct, a  
floating signifier which symbolizes practices of classification an d  
identification.
As the prim ary elem ent in a  system  of m eaning which a ttem pts 
to explain the incongruence between visions of equality  and 
persistent inequality, the concept of race has adap ted  to the changing 
cultural contexts o f US society. Omi & W inant (1994) refer to this as 
racial form ation. They develop a critical theo ry  of race which 
confirm s its con tinued  significance but consisten t transfo rm ation  in 
US society. The three paradigms of racial form ation discussed by Omi & 
W inant are theories of ethnicity, class, an d  nation. Race, in the 
ethnicity paradigm , is asserted as a  social category based on cu ltu re  
and  descent. This conceptualization em erged as a challenge to 
biological approaches o f the early  n ineteen th  cen tury . In the class
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paradigm  o f racial form ation, racial inequality  is explained by 
econom ic structures an d  processes. Here race is viewed as an  obstacle 
to m arket processes. The th ird  parad igm  focuses on nation-based 
theories of race which reject theories o f e thn icity  an d  locate 
explanations of inequality  in the dynam ics of colonization.
Even though Omi & W inant (1994) m ention the concept of 
cu ltu re  w ithin the e thn icity  paradigm  an d  allude to its 
conceptualization  w ithin  th e  nation-based  paradigm , the cu rren t 
em phasis on cu ltu re  as the basis for d ifferentiating  among Americans 
requires a  m ore com prehensive considera tion  of its epistemological 
relationship  to the concept o f race. Let's consider a  cultural paradigm  
of racial form ation.
On th e  C o n c e p t  o f  C u ltu re
Louisiana State University. January. 1997
Just m inutes before I popped  the  big question, the 13 African 
Am erican students enrolled  in the u rb an  education  course in the 
spring o f 1997 and  I were chatting  inform ally about some of the 
problem s they feel they face as African American students on a 
p redom inan tly  W hite university  cam pus. The conversation was rolling 
along m ainly with references to inciden ts students identified as racist. 
However, in listening to th e ir com m ents, m any of the incidents they 
viewed as racist I thought were m ore o f a  cu ltu ra l discontinuity. For 
instance, one student, Jan exclaim ed th a t she was having difficulties 
w ith a W hite professor who d id  n o t u n d erstan d  her "personality or 
language." While this was clearly  an  issue of racist in ten t for h er that
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obviously evoked some rage as she recounted stories o f how the 
professor hand led  h er an d  the o th er Black students in  class, I 
w ondered w hether "racist"--in the way th a t she was using i t -  was 
en tire ly  appropria te . The professor's inability to u n d erstan d  the 
s tuden t's  personality  and  language seems m ore of a  cu ltu ra l 
d iscontinuity  than  a  racist in ten t. But, as I continued  to h ea r her 
stories abou t this professor, I began to recognize the  teacher's 
u n w ill ing n e s s  to acknowledge h e r own lack of understand ing  of these 
students ' differences as racist, w hether she in tended to be or not. It's 
ten m inutes past the hour. I need a  transition into today 's topic on 
teacher as political agent. I pop the question—Are race and  cu ltu re  the 
sam e thing?
There was silence, perplexed looks, and then  hands went 
anxiously in the air. "Well.. I never really thought abou t it before," 
said one student, "Yes there is. Race is like your skin color the way you 
look and cu ltu re  is your heritage," offered ano ther. As the 
conversation progressed, the students articulated a  wide array  of 
opinions that reflected sim ilarity and  contradiction in  the m eanings of 
these concepts. It seemed, a fte r a  while, to be a rich but difficult 
distinction to make in term s of absolute definitions. Yet when we 
talked through examples and  incidents, the d istinction was at mom ents 
clear before collapsing in to  an o th er complex question. One of the 
examples we discussed regarded  the ability of White teachers to teach 
Black students. Again, the students opined diversely. Some thought that 
White teachers were incapable because they had  la ten t racism , o r in
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King's (1991) assessm ent a  "dysconscious racism ,” an uncritical habit 
of m ind about inequity  and  cultural diversity. Others felt th a t it was 
indeed possible. Two o f the students who had  the same high school 
h istory  teacher shared stories of this teacher, who was a White male, 
an d  his adm irable lessons on Black history. Yet, someone else threw  in 
th a t perhaps they can teach you some things like m ath, science, etc... 
bu t can they teach you cultural values? Race, in this example, was 
d istinguished from  cu ltu re  by viewing race as a  physical m ark and  
cu ltu re  as a  particu lar way of being and knowing, as well as reflecting 
a  particu la r knowledge base (i.e. Black history). But then, how much 
does race as an ideology influence cultural practices?
Some of the studen ts ' o ther comments turned  the discussion 
tow ard "being Black," and  "acting Black." Being Black was clearly 
racial an d  acting Black was cultural, but this was recognized as 
problem atic because no t all racially Black folk act the same way. As 
Ariel pu t it.
It's all about cu ltural differences. People may refer to listening 
to rap  music, dressing in baggy clothes, and talking a certain  
way as acting black. You can 't make this generalization because 
there are others outside o f the black race who also "act" this 
way.
It was tim e to go. We had  no concrete answer n o r any singular 
definitions of e ith er term , but we could agree th a t contem plating a 
d istinction  opened up new possibilities for im a gin in g ourselves. 
Cultural Paradigm of Racial Formation
The concept o f culture, no t unlike that o f race and  its ever 
evolving m eanings, has given rise to particu lar discourses on
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difference and  identity. Historically, the  concept has been  theorized 
an d  used m ost notably in th e  context o f  anthropological study.
Stocking (1966) notes, however, th a t in  its earliest theoretical 
developm ent, culture was used in  a t least two different respects~a 
hum anist one and  an anthropological one. The hum anist idea of 
cu ltu re  involved an absolutistic no tion  beginning, as Stocking 
com m ents, with a  h ierarchy of values. In th is sense people were 
considered m ore or less "cultured." In contrast, the anthropological 
idea was one which pu rpo rted  relativism , an  equal validation of all 
cu ltures. Contem porary conceptualizations o f culture a lign m uch m ore 
w ith the anthropological idea, w hich is cred ited  to the work of Franz 
Boas (1940). In an  attem pt to debunk  the  foundations of scientific 
racism. Boas established cu ltu re  as the  object of anthropological study. 
In his efforts to develop an  understand ing  of culture th a t would 
replace biological explanations o f hu m an  difference, he  p u rp o rted  a 
kind of cu ltu ra l relativism  that considered  every culture equally valid, 
all be they different (Malik, 1996; Stocking 1966). Yet, in his attem pts 
to displace racial theory, Boas was often  unable to escape its em phasis 
on difference as an objective category. R ather than a  h ierarchical 
classification of differences based o n  race, he  proposed an  equality  of 
differences based on cu ltu re  (Malik, 1996). These scientific definitions, 
of course, interplayed with those used  in o th er fields o f study. 
Frankenburg (1993), for example, reviews cu ltu re  as th e  legacy of 
European colonial expansion in the  disciplines o f h isto ry  and  cultural 
c ritiq u e :
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Historians and  cultura l critics have argued th a t colonial 
discourse generated a  d istinctive view of "culture," a t tim es 
viewing colonized people as representatives o r rem nants o f 
once great, but now  deterio ra ted , cu ltu ra l forms. A nother 
elem ent of colonial d iscourse viewed "culture" as a  realm  
separate from m aterial life, an d  a th ird  m ade a  sharp d istinction  
between m odernity  and  trad itio n  in which "traditional societies 
were deemed repositories o f cu lture , and  m odern societies n o t so 
(p. 193).
On the  one hand, anthropologists, historians, and others have
dialogically developed a  d iscourse on  cu ltu re  as an  alternative to  race
an d  thus re-explained the persistence o f inequality. Yet, num erous
scholars contend that the concept has not dism issed or replaced race in
the dialogue on difference; instead , it has only rearticu lated  racial
theories in a m ore egalitarian m an n er (Malik. 1996; Michaels, 1992;
Appiah, 1997). In o ther words, cu ltu re  is often still viewed as bound,
desecrate space inherited  by p articu la r groups of people. It is, as
Olaniyan (1992) surmises,
a given totality, separated  and  separable from o ther cu ltures 
with the exactness of a  puritan ica l slide rule. Culture is n o t only 
perceived as an  organic unity, bu t its constitutive elem ents are  
taken to be non-contradictory , non-antagonistic, and  u n ited  by 
necessary laws—in short m onolithic (p. 536).
Thus, cu ltu re  is no less m onolithic than  historic conceptualizations of
race. Yet, just as race is undergoing a retheorization, the concept of
cu ltu re  is as well. Olaniyan (1992) describes, in contrast to a  closed
notion of culture, an  open one which stresses process and  context and
cannot be closed and  positive, b u t exists as essentially fragile 
and  vulnerable, and  is constitu ted  in transition, relation, 
difference, contingence, d ispersion ...cu ltu ra l difference refuses 
to be stable otherness (p. 536-37).
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Similarly, Bhabha (1994) talks about locating the  concept of culture 
outside of objects or
beyond the  cannonization of the 'idea' o f  aesthetics, to engage 
w ith cu ltu re  as an  uneven, incom plete p roduction  of meaning 
and  value, often composed of incom m ensurable dem ands and  
practices, produced in the act of social survival. Culture reaches 
ou t to create a  symbolic textuality, to give the  alienating ^ 
everyday an  au ra  of selfhood, a prom ise o f p leasure (p. 172).
Ultimately, race and culture are paradigm atic precepts used to
construct and  deconstruct relationships a ro u n d  difference. Although
we have attem pted  to meaningfully pin them  down a n d /o r  distinguish
them , we constantly  contend with the reality th a t they act and in teract
in and  on o u r lives in complex ways that defy o u r  rationalizations of
them  as p a s t/p re sen t, biological/ideological, h ierarch ical/re la tiv istic
concepts. This is evident in m uch of the lite ra tu re  challenging the
undertheorization of race (DuBois, 1975; Locke, 1983; McCarthy, 1990;
Omi & W inant, 1994; Tate & Ladson-Billings, 1995), limitations of racial
identity  politics (Appiah, 1994; Marable, 1993), and  m isrepresentation
of cu lture (Appiah, 1997; Bhabha 1994; Michaels, 1992; Muwakkil, 1997;
Olaniyan, 1992).
As I tu rn  to look at how these inextricably linked concepts have
been used to re-present blackness in US society, the cultural
significance of race and  the racial significance of cu ltu re  becomes
ever apparen t; hence, I use race /cu ltu re  to deno te  their
incom m ensurable in-between.
75
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R e - p r e s e n t a t io n s  o f  B la c k n e ss
What Does it Mean to Be Black in America?
I asked the stu d en ts  in m y urban education course this spring to 
contem plate these statem ents: Mark is trea ted  unfairly because he is 
Black. Mark is treated  unfairly  because he sees and  moves in the world 
differently. I was in terested  in w hat kind of discussion would take 
place, because I m yself had  been studying the difference between 
these two statem ents fo r some time. At first, I was quite clear that the 
first statem ent re ferred  to Mark's physical appearance which could 
not be changed. There is nothing we can do about the fact that Mark is 
Black, except maybe change people's a ttitude about Black. The second 
statem ent, on the o th e r hand , talked about Mark's consciousness and 
his respective behavior—aspects of one's being that o thers can 
identify with, in some way, regardless o f their physical appearance.
The certain ty  I h ad  in this distinction began to slip away when 
one of my com m ittee m em bers asked me how these statem ents were 
different. Interestingly, because the committee m em ber who pu t the 
question to me was Black, I began to see his purpose for asking me to 
elaborate on the difference. If I use Black, in dialogue with him, he 
understands quite c learly  th a t I am  referring to som ething~not o ther 
than b u t-m o re  than  physical appearance. Yet from  conversations 
with o ther people—som etim es black bu t m ost of the tim e n o t-I  know 
that the term  Black o r  African American signifies nothing m ore than 
skin color o r delinquency, deviance, stable otherness. This is apparen t 
in the way that m any W hite people are afraid to call you Black; they
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are  afra id  to recognize tha t you are any different than  they  are.
Sometimes they  stum ble over the word as if they were calling you
nigger—an d  some o f them  m ay well be doing just th a t in  as m uch as
they  learned  them  to be the same thing.
Many of the s tuden ts initially thought o f the com parison  in  the
sam e way th a t I did. But as we discussed further, and  th ey  la ter wrote
reflections, I realized th a t they too were rethinking the com parison.
One studen t Fred challenged just what it means to be Black. Referring
to A ppiah's (1997) idea of social identities th a t do not tie one to the
"com m on culture" h is /h e r  "race," he wrote,
I found this to effectively bear witness to my own concept of 
identity . It is w ith harsh  realism tha t I conclude th a t I will 
never be the  recip ien t of an NAACP Image [award] for 
outspoken views on race in  America. My odds a re  m uch b e tte r 
for best actor in  a  daytim e drama. To digress, I th ink  it 
reasonable to say th a t it is because I am the sum  to tal of m y 
personal experiences which I have accum ulated. I can n o t say 
th a t I have grow n up in a  predom inantly Black neighborhood  
or gone to a historically Black school, because I have not. The 
extent o f m y knowledge in these areas are  re ru n s  of "Good 
Times" and  "A Different World" of which I am  prolific. To say 
the least, if my assim ilation to the trad itional A frican Am erican 
persona does no t seem very thorough it is because there  is no 
dep th  to it.
Let me stop here to recognize the fact that my com m entary  is in 
no way, shape o r form  a means of establishing m yself as 
fundam entally  d ifferent from my coun ter p arts . Regardless to 
whose neighborhood I have lived in, o r whose schools I have 
attended, we both share a common thread of d iscrim ination. 
W hen Kyle, Steve, o r Herb pass me on the street, they  d o n 't see 
the private school education or the elitist neighborhood, they 
see Black, Black and  oh d id  I m ention, Black.
/  /
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Black, then, is no m ore pinned dow n than  the incom m ensurable 
race /cu ltu re  discourse through w hich it is represen ted . T here it is 
again: am bivalence, am bivalence, am bivalence.
This ambivalence requires us to th ink  of blackness in  w hat 
Bhabha (1994) has called "double time" which means we recognize, on 
the one hand, ou r desire to fix Black/African American as a  
pedagogical object; and  on the o th e r  hand, we think of Black/African 
American as a perform ative process of signification. I try  to express 
blackness in double time by recognizing th a t we have—in o u r  attem pts 
to represen t it as a pedagogical object—used e ither "race” o r "culture" 
to define it. However, when we u n d erstan d  it as a  perform ative 
signification, there  is no clear fixable, definable d istinction between 
the two concepts. They both reflect, in their day to day use, resistant 
s trands of biological essence as well as ideological construct. The way 
we negotiate and  renegotiate o u r  understandings of race /cu ltu re  
concepts and their re-presentation  o f blackness is noted in o u r  
constant nam e changes: Negro, Colored, Black, African American, and 
Africans in  America.
Blackness as a Race/Culture Signifier
The term  "Black," was initially  an  attem pt to collapse the 
diversity  o f Africans during slavery, seeing them  and rep resen ting  
them  not only as a monolithic en tity  (Castenell & Pinar, 1993), but also 
as deviant, uncivilized, less than  an d  thus in need  of a  certa in  
paternalism . Such sentim ents are  reverberated  in  an 1837 Senate 
speech by John C. Calhoun:
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I appeal to facts. Never before has the black race of Central 
Africa, from  the dawn of h isto ry  to the present day, a tta ined  a 
condition so civilized and  so im proved, not only physically bu t 
m orally and  intellectually. It cam e am ong us in a low, degraded, 
and  savage condition, and  in  th e  course o f a few generations, it 
has grown up u n d er the fostering care of our institutions, as 
reviled as they  have been, to its p resen t com parative civilized 
condition (quoted in Dudley, 1997, p. 49).
The " Black Race, " then, signified a  categorical representation  of
blackness in the  white im agination in ways th a t supported the needs
o f w hite suprem acy. Subsequently, th ro u g h o u t history, Black iden tity
has continued  to be confined to such categorical representation even
w ithin the Black im agination.
One of the m ost profound philosophical perspectives on the
identity  of Black people in America is DuBois’ (1903) notion of the
double-consciousness w ith which, o f  course, he identifies m any layers
of contradiction for the Negro in America. First, he proposes that the
Negro is a seventh son, bom  with a "veil," a "gift of second sight"
which yields him  no "true self-consciousness" (p.3). Clearly, DuBois
recognizes this condition  of race—seeing self through self and  o th e r—
as both a burden and  an asset. Secondly, he describes the "peculiar
sensation" evoked by "always looking a t one's self through the eyes o f
the others" who look on in "amused contem pt and  pity" (p.3)~an
indication of how blackness, even in  the  black imagination, is defined
th rough  the m eanings it holds in th e  white im agination. And finally,
DuBois w rites—"one ever feels his tw oness an  American, a  Negro”—
explicitly identifying th e  split as one between a  Black racial iden tity
an d  a  national American identity  which im plicitly symbolizes
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American identity  as White. DuBois' conceptualization of African 
American identity  is typically taken as a  racial ra th e r  th an  cu ltu ra l 
signifier. However, it can truly be nothing less th a n  a  race /cu ltu re  
signification. To be identified, raced  Negro in  America is to  be 
constitu ted  w ithin a particu lar cu ltu ra l context which em erges 
because of and in spite of one's m arginalization as raced o ther.
From a contem porary perspective, let's consider, again, Omi & 
W inant’s (1994) three paradigms of racial form ation and th e ir 
constitution of blackness. From the  ethnicity  perspective, Black 
rem ained a racial category opposite White; it was not thought o f as 
having any ethnic distinctions among Black people, and its 
distinctiveness from  White was based on theories o f cultural 
deprivation. In the class theories, race is often reduced  to econom ic 
considerations, and  in this respect. Black sim ply becomes signified by 
"underclass" o r "low class" m arkers. Finally, the nation-based 
understandings try  to subvert the stereotypical images supported  in 
the o th er two frameworks by claiming positive images o f blackness, 
which tend to be just as essentialist, but are m ean t m ainly to operate 
on the black im agination, acknowledging and  addressing its own 
internalized oppression. Thus, a lthough nationalist viewpoints 
im portantly take into consideration culture, they  often confine it 
through counter-racial representations (See Dyson, 1994; M erleman,
1995).
Castenell & Pinar (1993) offer a  Freudian analysis o f the 
interplay of black and  white in American identity . They define
80
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iden tity  dialecticaUy: "identity  form ation is construc ted  an d  expressed 
th ro u g h  rep resen ta tion , th a t is, the  construction  of 'd ifference,' and  
negotiated  in  the public sphere" (p.4). From th is perspective, they  
im agine a  fractured , rep ressed  self th a t takes form  in their 
rep resen ta tions of th e  "other," In F reudian im agery, then , w hiteness 
defines the Am erican ego and  blackness the  id. Consequently, 
blackness over tim e has no t been sim ply abou t rep resen ta tions of evil 
o r  im m orality, but not-w hiteness. For instance, the  im ages of 
blackness during  slavery were anim al-like, justify ing  w hiteness as 
hum ane. Yet, M arion Riggs in his video "Ethnic Notions" illustrates 
how, in early  television, the p redom inate im ages o f blackness were 
docile, happy-go-lucky, lazy, stupid  ones allowing w hiteness to be 
defined  as serious, h a rd  working, and  sm art. More recently, blackness, 
particu larly  where it concerns black males, has reverted  back to 
anim al-like and  crazed (McCarthy, unpublished). Thus, the ego-id 
dialectic has served to reductively and  relationally  define blackness as 
th a t which is not white. The authors con tend  th a t African American 
an d  European American are two sides o f the sam e cultural coin. Hence, 
racial repression is in relationship to some k ind  of cu ltu ra l distinction.
In a com prehensive analysis of race an d  cu ltu re  in American 
identity , Michaels (1992) maps a genealogy of cu ltural identity . 
Through a  com parative analysis of Nelson Page's Red Rock and  Thomas 
Dixon's The Leopard's Spots and The Clansm an. Michaels suggests that 
Am erican identity  was once based on a no tion  of fam ily belonging as 
opposed to one of nationhood. He uses Red Rock to argue th a t the sense
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of identity focused on  fam ilyhood ra th e r  than nationhood  which 
reflected a lack of belief in  legitim ate governm ent and  consequently , 
an  indifference to racial iden tity . In contrast, Dixon's work articu lates 
a  sense of nationhood w hich was "produced out of a  resistance to an 
'African' empire" (p.658). As a  result, American iden tity  became 
essentially racial and  "the legitim acy of the state was guaran teed  by its 
whiteness" (p.658). To this end , the recognition of America as nation  is 
based on a rac ia l/cu ltu ra l conceptualization of Am erican as white and  
black as other.
Where blackness has been  recognized as a degrading, o thered
racial signifier, m any scholars have attem pted  to use the term
"culture" to signify blackness as som ething more than  o r o ther than
race as biologically constitu ted . Turning to Dusk of Dawn. DuBois
(1975), in his discussion of cu ltu re  and  cultural history, attem pts an
autobiographical answer to the  opening question of Countee Cullen's
poem  "Heritage"—W hat is Africa to me? Recognizing his early-
unquestioned acceptance of race as a given, DuBois answers:
Once I should have answ ered the question simply: I should have 
said 'fa therland ' o r perhaps be tte r 'm otherland ' because I was 
bom  in the century' w hen the walls of race were clear and  
straight; when the w orld consisted of m utually  exclusive races; 
and even though the edges m ight be b lurred, there  was no 
question of exact defin ition  and  understanding  of the m eaning 
of the word ((p .l 16).
Yet in the m idst o f his writing, DuBois adm its that since the  concept of 
race had changed and p resen ted  so m uch contradiction, even in his 
own mixed racial history, he  needed to w onder again: "As I face Africa 
I ask myself: what is berween us that constitutes a tie which I can feel
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be tte r than  I can  explain?" (p .l 16). After displacing a "purely" racial 
connection and  asserting Africa as his "fatherland, o f course,” he  
w rites,
But one thing is sure and  th a t is the fact tha t since the fifteenth  
cen tu ry  these ancestors o f m ine and  the ir o ther descendants 
have a common history: have suffered a  common disaster and  
have one long memory. The actual ties of heritage between the 
individuals of this group, vary  with the ancestors th a t they  
have in common and m any others...But the physical bond is 
least and  the badge of color relatively unim portant save as a  
badge; the real essence of th is kinship is its social heritage of 
slavery; the discrim ination an d  insult; and  this heritage binds 
together not simply the ch ild ren  of Africa, but extends through 
yellow Asia and  into the South Seas. It is this unity that draws 
me to Africa (p .l 17).
In DuBois' original response he changes "fatherland" to "m otherland"
an d  indicates a sense of being "born  o f ' the African race. This changes
in  his reth inking where he uses fa therland  with em phasis im plying a
deeply felt relation, but not in the sense of being "born of." However,
even with the notion of "fatherland" there  is a  recognition of racial
ties, but the emphasis is common h isto ry  and  collective memory. Thus,
DuBois tu rns to common history, collective memory and heritage,
term s invariably associated with the  concept of culture. What is most
im portan t regarding DuBois’ responses are how they signify a shift in
em phasis from  race to culture and  thus lay a foundation for a debate
th a t continues even today. W hat is Africa to me?—is rearticu lated  in
c u rren t conversations in to-E xactly  w hat is African American
culture?
Michaels (1992) points also to the initial question of Countee 
Cullen's poem  "Heritage” to discuss am biguity of Black cultural iden tity
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in the United States. He looks at the landm ark  works of anthropologist 
Meville Hertzkovitz who a ttem p ted  to cultura lly  configure the 
American N egro-at first by suggesting th a t the answer to Cullen's 
pivotal question-W hat is Africa to m e?- was "nothing," im plying that 
the Negro was culturally the  same as W hite Americans. In his la te r 
work, The Mvth of rhp Negro Past, however, Hertzkovitz elaborates on a 
theory of cultural identity  th a t relies on "Africanisms," o r the 
m anifestation of African beliefs an d  practices in the behavior o f the 
American Negro. Hert2kovitiz's shift fo regrounded on-going debates 
about what exactly is N egro/B lack/A frican American culture, and  is it 
d istinct from  that of W hite America? Similarly, Olaniyan (1992), for 
example, reviews the Cruse-Redding Controversy of 1959 in  which 
African American scholar, Harold Cruse contended that no t only did 
African Americans have a  d istinct cu ltu re  but an  obligation to uphold 
and  n u rtu re  it. In disagreem ent, African American w riter, Saunders 
Redding criticized Cruse's view calling it "divisive propaganda," and  
insisted th a t Negroes have the same "special consciousness and  
conscience, the same ethics...values and  value judgm ents, ideas and  
ways of thinking about these ideas, custom s, costumes and  m anners, 
images and symbols..” (quoted in  Olaniyan, 1992, p.535) as does White 
America. Today, what is African American culture? and is it d istinct 
from  that o f White Americans? rem ain open  and  debatable and  
dependen t on various m eanings o f cu ltu re  (see Appiah, 1997;
Muwakkil, 1997). Yet very few, if any, o f these meanings ever escape 
the persistence of the idea o f race: w hether culture is thought to
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em erge as resistance to racial dom ination  (Cabral, 1974) or w hether 
race is believed to symbolize com m on cu ltu re  (Asante, 1987) o r 
w hether race adapts to cu ltu ra l contexts (Omi & W inant, 1994).
A perform ative look a t the pedagogical quest to define blackness 
in  term s of race a n d /o r  cu ltu re  reveals o u r  persisten t struggle o f 
identification. Merelman (1995) sees this struggle as "cultural 
projection" which is the conscious o r  dysconscious effort by African 
Am ericans to place new images o f them selves before o th er social 
groups. Yet, he notes that cu ltu ra l projection is a  m atter of 
rep resen ta tion , and  thus it is a  selective an d  sim plified reworking.
To this end, Black cultural projection does n o t reflect the com plexity o f 
African American culture. This struggle, then , is about our constant 
need  to say I am--the same o r d ifferen t—w hen we are being told You 
a re  no t—the same o r d ifferent. We are, invariably, caught in  the  
tension o f dem and and  desire (Fanon, 1967). In that place of splitting 
where, as Bhabha (1994) uses Fanon to po in t out, we are tem pted to 
accept the colonizer's inv itation  to iden tity . As African Americans, ou r 
struggle for identification has been /is  p layed  ou t in o u r narra tions of 
o u r  struggle for quality  education .
E d u c a tio n  fo r  L ib e ra tio n : A R a tio n a l C o n s id e r a t io n
For hundreds o f years African A m ericans' in teractions w ith 
m ainstream  America have been  em bedded in  a  language of racism . 
Thus, it is virtually im possible to speak of th e  education of African 
Am ericans without considering the  politics o f race /cu ltu re . Here I 
speak of race /cu ltu re 's  m ainstream  conceptualization which has
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tended to re-present African Americans as raced o ther, cu ltu ra lly
deprived (McCarthy, 1990). We have been denied education; forced to
work with and  in inadequate school conditions; and  have carried  the
burden  of school equalizing based on monolithic and  degrading
race /cu ltu re  re-presentations. The effect of rac ia l/cu ltu ra l politics on
Black education is discussed by W atkins (1993) who asserts th a t Black
education has evolved as a function of its subculture status:
Black social, political and  intellectual developm ent in all cases 
evolved under socially oppressive and politically repressive 
circum stances involving physical and intellectual duress and 
tyranny. Black America’s socio-educational developm ent is thus 
distorted, unnatural, and stun ted  (p.322).
Historically, raced o th e r/c u ltu ra lly  deprived re-presen ta tions have 
been the basis of our oppressive and  repressive circum stances. In this 
respect, they have influenced o u r  perceptions of education  for 
liberation, and thus our responses to the limitations placed on our 
educational development.
Although there is now a growing sentim ent that race—as an 
objective category—has been used  w ithout question to re ify  African 
American identity  and  thus determ ine possibilities for educating 
African Americans (Marable, 1993; McCarthy, 1990), when we consider 
how African American intellectuals have historically d ea lt w ith the 
concept in terms of education, race—as an  imposed iden tity—has never 
gone unquestioned. As I alluded to  earlier, to accept, as given, the 
concept of race would m ean also tha t we had /have accepted, without 
question, o u r own inferiority. The term  "race" has come in to  our 
knowing, o u r experience as an  indication of not only  difference, but
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derogatorily  m arked difference which has suggested over the  years 
that African Am ericans are  in tellectually  inferior, cu lturally  
deprived, at-risk, underachievers. Hence, to pose even the possibility 
of education for a  people w as/is to question and  question again the 
significance of race, as it has been articu la ted  throughout history.
Before I delve into th is analysis, I w ant to poin t out th a t 
education (not necessarily  schooling) has, since the arrival of 
Africans in this country , been a  form  of passive resistance to both our 
physical and  m ental enslavem ent. In this sense, education, as a  process 
of identification, is caught up in the tension of dem and and  desire 
where we as enslaved  --physically a n d /o r  m entaily-A fricans/A frican  
Americans w ant to  "occupy th e  m aster's place while keeping his place 
in the slave's avenging eyes" (Bhabha. 1994; Fanon, 1967). In o ther 
words, we want to realize ourselves, to educate ourselves in our own 
r ig h t- th a t is no t as O thers—but o u r own right o r o u r own fram e of 
reference is always in relationship  to the m aster's imposition. It is the 
way, as Susan Edgerton (1996) points out, that we a t the m argins m ust 
know the center in  o rd er to survive. To this end, we are caught in what 
she calls the double-bind and  what Bhabha (1994) calls the space of 
splitting. Consequently, o u r articulations o f education for liberation 
have been responses to w hatever id eas-in te llec tu a l inferiority, 
cultural deprivation , at-risk—which have determ ined  the access and  
content of our education.
In the early  tw entieth  century , for instance, a  num ber of 
scholars such as DuBois (1903), Washington (1903), Woodson (1933),
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and  Cooper (1892) addressed the question of how best to educate the
race. D u ring the early  part of the century , of course, we can
u n d e rs tan d  race—as it was m eaningful in  the  m ainstream —as an
objective, biological category used to posit theories regard ing  the
in fe rio r in tellectual abilities of Negroes (M anning, 1997). In response
to this, the previously m entioned scholars, along with m any others,
im agined education in ways that addressed the presum ption  of
in te llec tu a l in fe rio rity .
In his early work, DuBois (1903) tou ted  the Talented Tenth  of the
Black race. He argued,
Education m ust no t simply teach w ork—it m ust teach life. The 
Talented Tenth of the Negro race m ust be m ade leaders of 
though t and  missionaries of cu ltu re  am ong th e ir  people. No 
others can do this work and  Negro colleges m ust tra in  m en [sic] 
for it. The Negro race, like all o th e r races, is going to be saved 
by its exceptional m en [sic] (reprin ted  in Dudley, 1997, p. 170)
DuBois' idea is a  rejection of intellectual inferiority , and  suggests that- 
-if o n ly  given an oppo rtu n ity —African A m ericans can fu rth e r  
develop th e ir intellectual capacities. Yet while h e  resists the  idea of 
intellectual inferiority, he asserts a double bind by suggesting th a t 
th ere  are  "exceptional men," among the Black race, which buys in to  
the m aster idea tha t some people are intellectually  m ore capable than  
o th e rs .
Booker T. W ashington (1903), although espousing a d ifferent
philosophy, takes as a  given "the race" and  its lowly circum stance. In
his push  for industrial education, he states:
The education of the people of my race should be so d irected  that 
the greatest p roportion  of the m ental s treng th  of the  m asses
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will be brought to bear u p o n  the every-day practical th ings of 
life, upon som ething th a t is needed to be done, and  som eth in g 
which they will be p erm itted  to do in  the com m unity in  w hich 
they  reside. And ju st th e  sam e with the  professional class w hich 
the race needs an d  m ust have, I would say give the m en  an d  
women of th a t class, too, th e  training which will best fit them  to 
perform  in the m ost successful m anner the service w hich the 
race dem ands (reprin ted  in  Dudley, 1997, p. 155-56).
A lthough W ashington seems n o t to  challenge the p resum ed
in tellectual in ferio rity  o f African Americans a t all, perhaps w hat he
offers is a different take on intellect. He can be read  as operating
w ithin a  trickster m entality  o r  w hat Gates (1987) m ight re fer to as
"signifyin" (ano ther double bind) which reflects the  sim ultaneous
acceptance an d  rejection of an  idea  through its repetition  and
reversal. By advocating in d u stria l tra in in g -in  a  newly in d u stria li2ed,
capitalistic society—W ashington is, in a  sense, saying,"D on't w orry
ab o u t th a t intellectual inferiority  stuff. Let's get one over on  the
m aster by tapping into his resources. That will show them  ju st how
sm art we are." Interestingly, W ashington accepts the m aster's  (I use
m aster here to denote im position on one's identity) invitation to
iden tity  as a means of shifting its imposition.
Carter G. Woodson (1933) takes a  completely d ifferent spin on
the  intellectual inferiority  o f African Americans. He poses the
education  of Blacks—as it existed a t the time—as a  problem  ra th e r  than
a  panacea, as an im position to liberation ra th er than  a p a th  tow ard
such. In his estim ation,
The "educated Negroes" have the attitude of contem pt tow ard 
their own people because in  their own as well as in  th e ir  mixed 
schools Negroes are  taugh t to adm ire the Hebrew, the  Greek, the 
Latin, and  the Teuton an d  to despise the African... The large
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m ajority of the Negroes w ho have p u t on  the finishing touches 
o f ou r best colleges are all b u t worthless in the  developm ent of 
their people (p.1-2).
W oodson (1933) shifts the  focus o f the  problem  from  the
ind iv idual/group to the educational context. He calls in to  question the
specificity of w hat cu ltu re  is lea rn ed  by African Americans. In o ther
words, he challenges the  assum ed relationship  between education and
culture , recognizing education  itself—not as a  neu tra l category~but as
a  cu lturally  situated one. W oodson im plies tha t African Americans are
m iseducated, th e ir intellect d isto rted  no t because they are  inferior, but
because they are educated to believe th a t they are. W hat he goes on to
suggest in his theory of m iseducation  is that African Americans,
educated in the context o f a  classical European curriculum , is unable to
serve h is /h e r  people, in p a rt because they  are  taught to despise the
condition of the masses. From a  psychoanalytic perspective, what
W oodson (1933) recognizes is the role o f internalized oppression o r the
unconscious acceptance o f the m aster 's  invitation to identity .
Nevertheless, as one of m y students so aptly  asked, "Where did  Woodson
go to school? W here did  he get his education?" Well there it is, that
double bind which suggests th a t knowing and  using the "m aster's
language" does not operate on  you w ithout forcing you, a t some point,
to operate on it.
Thus far I have looked a t several ways in  which Black scholars 
have historically  dealt w ith the  theo ry  o f intellectual inferiority . 
However, what is not ap paren t in  these analyses is how ideas about 
superior intellect operated no t only  w ithin racialized b u t gendered
9 0
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constructions as well. Now this is no easy task  here  because the
intersection o f race and  gender w here th e  Black woman is concerned
is no less than  a  m ultidim ensional bind. We can explore this
m ultidim ensional b ind by looking a t the  w ork o f Black women to
educate the  race. One of the m ost prolific Black women intellectuals in
the early  tw entieth  century  was Anna J. Cooper. She strongly
advocated th e  education of Black women as im perative for the
advancem ent o f the Black race. Cooper (1892) writes,
We m ight as well expect to grow trees from  leaves as hope to 
build up  a  civilization o r a  m anhood w ithout taking into 
consideration our women and the  hom e life m ade by them, 
which m ust be the root and  the g round  of the whole m atter. Let 
us insist then  on special encouragem ent o f the education o f o u r  
women and  special care in th e ir train ing... Teach them  th a t 
there is a  race with special needs an d  is already asking for th e ir 
tra ined, efficient forces (p. 178).
An aspect o f h e r  bind is expressed in the  way th a t she rejects 
m ainstream  notions of racial in feriority  by interjecting a  no tion  o f 
gender th a t is consistent--in some respects—w ith m ainstream  gen d er 
re-presentations o f that time. In o ther words, the uplift o f the race is 
dependent upon  Black women taking th e ir p ro p er places in 
establishing a  good "home life". From this perspective, Cooper's w ork is 
a response to the predom inant raced /g en d ered  constructions o f the 
time period. Historically, the Black wom an, because of her race, has 
not been considered the "Queen Mother" o f h e r  household so to speak, 
the m istress o f the m ansion. Instead, she has been re-presented as 
mammy, and  as a result located outside o f h e r hom e and  in  the hom es 
of White women. Cooper's invitation to identity , then, is to relocate
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herself as the caregiver fo r h e r  fam ily an d  in  h e r hom e by way o f a  
p ro p er education. This is h e r  con tribu tion  to the  uplift o f the  race. 
Therefore, there is n o t a  collapse o f h e r  gendered  self in to  h e r  raced  
self, b u t a n  articu la tion  of h e r  raced /g en d e red  self against the 
im position of those im ages th a t d en y  her, n o t as raced o th e r or 
gendered  other, b u t raced /g en d e red  o ther.
Before turn ing  to  look a t how these works intersect, I w ant to 
m ention th a t Black w om en educators have a  long trad ition  of 
intellectual activity (Coppin, 1913; Cooper, 1892; Dickson, 1989; Guy- 
Sheftall, 1990, Higginbotham , 1989; Lem er, 1972; Neverton-M orton, 
1982; Perkins, 1990), w hich has fo r the  m ost part gone unrecognized 
m a in ly  because they  d o  no t fit th e  trad itional paradigm  of intellectual 
as professional scholar. They instead  exhibit a legacy of practical 
intellectual work am ong the  people  w here they con trad ic t/co inc ide  
with im positions to th e ir  raced /g en d ered  beings in the process o f  
ed u ca tin g -teach in g , open ing  schools, lec tu ring—both  them selves and  
o th ers .
Collectively, these works, in  one sense, use race as the "most" 
significant identity  m ark er in th e ir  efforts to articu la te possible 
educational philosophies, w hich on  its face makes the assum ption  th a t 
they see African A m erican id en tity  as m onolithic. However in a n o th e r  
sense, I contend th a t they, a t the sam e tim e as using the term  "Negro 
race" in  relationship to  education , questioned  and  dem onstrated  the  
ap p aren t diversity w ith in  th a t conceptualization . At best, perhaps 
what is a t work in  th e ir  works is a  p lay of double-consciousness, the
9 2
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double bind, the space of splitting. The dilem m a of how to best educate 
the Black race prim arily  referred  to the problem  of educating the 
m asses of Southern Blacks freed from  slavery. These intellectuals 
identified  them selves as p art of the race m ainly through the 
responsibility  they felt to the masses. Yet w ithin their discourses, as 
they  ra ised  issues regarding intellect, class, an d  gender, they not only  
de-essentialize but they consequently have d ifferent ideas about a  
com m on objective—education for liberation . Therefore, I propose th a t 
these historical works deal with race, no t so m uch as a biological 
given, b u t as a  group condition and  th e  subsequent concern—how do 
we change the condition?
However, ou r efforts to change th e  condition is an expression o f 
o u r identification and is no less caught up  in  the tension between 
dem and and  desire. Just as identity  is always a  lingering question, so 
are  the  political struggles which shape an d  are  shaped through the 
process o f identification. Thus, the question  rem ains-H ow  do we best 
educate the race? This becomes a little m ore complicated because race- 
as an  epistem ological construct-signifies, m ore so today than  before, 
the nonsynchronous n atu re  of identification. Geographical region 
an d  class, for instance, are m ore relevan t considerations in  cu rren t 
th inking than  they were in the early p a r t o f the century. The question 
of quality  education has also been com plicated by the fact that we are  
no longer legally isolated from  White America, which has, in part, 
re tu rn ed  the question of quality education to the dilemma posed by 
W oodson (1933) and later by DuBois (1973).
9 3
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DuBois (1973) once prophesied tha t despite th e  attainm ent of
equal citizenship w ith respect to the law, the  A frican American's
plight will no t end  bu t become ever m ore involved:
There is m uch work yet to be done before th e  Negro becomes a  
voter, before he has equal rights to education  an d  before he can 
claim  com plete civil and  social equality. Yet th is situation is in 
sight an d  it brings no t as many assum e an  en d  to  the  so-called 
Negro problem s, bu t a  beginning o f even m o re  difficult 
problem s of race and  culture 
(P. 149).
He went on to look a t how the problems of race an d  cu ltu re  would
affect the  education of Blacks:
Take for instance the current problem  of th e  education  of our 
children. By the law o f the land today they  should  be adm itted to 
the  public schools. If and  when they are  adm itted  to these 
schools certa in  things will inevitably follow. Negro teachers 
will become rare  and  in many cases d isappear. Negro children 
will be instructed  in  the public schools an d  tau g h t under the 
unpleasan t if not discouraging circum stances. Even more 
largely than  today they will fall ou t o f school, cease to enter 
high school, and  fewer and  fewer will go to  college. 
Theoretically Negro universities will d isappear. Negro history 
will be taught less o r not a t all (p.151).
Looking back a t DuBois (1973) looking forward leads me to a  
consideration of contem porary  historical analyses o f African 
American education where we can see the m anifestation  of DuBois' 
(1973) prophecy. It is played out in the ways in  w hich we have tried  to 
rearticulate, through our expressions o f quality  education , what it 
m eans to be Black in America.
Several scholars agree th a t Black A m erica's responses to our 
educational dilem m as have been constituted w ithin two traditions— 
in tegrationist and  nationalist (Marable, 1992; Shujaa an d  Johnson,
9 4
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1997; Watkins, 1993). Shujaa and  Johnson (1997) recognize these two 
trad itions o f collective thinking among A frican A m erican people in 
the United States as the  "nationalist strain" an d  the "racial in tegration 
strain." They n o te  th a t bo th  strains em erged sim ultaneously as 
strategies to  d e term in e  the  best course o f action  fo r African 
Americans. However, w here they differ is "the ex ten t to which the 
goals they  advocate  requ ire  strategies w hich challenge the power 
relationships th a t  define the  existing social order" (p. 1). They define 
the racial in teg ra tion  stra in  as social o rd e r restric ted , because it 
operates w ithin lim its determ ined  by the existing social order. In 
contrast, the n a tio n a list stra in  challenges the  existing social o rder and  
is thus social o rd e r  transcendent.
The au th o rs  go on to consider how these strains have affected 
the quality o f ed u ca tio n  for African Am ericans. They look specifically 
at the m ovem ent fo r school integration as an  expression of education 
for liberation. The question  of w hether desegregation is a  necessary 
elem ent for quality  schooling is raised and  debated , based on research 
(Ratteray & Shujaa, 1987; Shujaa, 1996) that indicates that there is an 
increasing n u m b er o f African American p a ren ts  who are choosing to 
put aside th e ir  com m itm ents to desegregation in  o rder to obtain quality 
schooling for th e ir  ch ild ren  in safe, an tirac ist environm ents. By 
raising the question , the au thors d isrup t a  m ajor assum ption of the 
dom inant h isto rica l narra tiv e  o f African A m erican education.
For desegregation , in the dom inant narra tive , rests on the 
assum ption th a t inequitab le  resources for schooling is consistent w ith
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unequal education. Here, I re fer to schooling an d  education in terms of 
Shujaa's (1994) distinction:
Schooling is a  process in tended  to perpetua te  and  m aintain the 
society’s existing pow er relations an d  the  institu tions' 
structures th a t su p p o rt those arrangem ents... Education, in 
con trast to  schooling, is th e  process of transm itting  from one 
generation to th e  next knowledge of the values, aesthetics, 
sp iritual beliefs, and  all things th a t give a  p articu la r cultural 
o rien ta tion  its uniqueness" (p. 15).
Several scholars have recen tly  taken on  the efficacy of desegregation
by revisiting segregation in  th e ir  research. Dempsey and Noblit (1996)
look a t the com m unity ethos th a t was prevalent in segregated African
American schools. They reconstruct a  narrative o f a  segregated school
th a t gathered  its quality  an d  success from  the surrounding  African
American com m unity. Dempsey and  Noblit (1996) suggest that the
narra tive  o f this segregated school was silenced by desegregation,
which forced the school to close its doors an d  forced the community to
send th e ir ch ildren  elsew here (outside of the com m unity) for an
education. Edwards (1996) argues th a t paren ta l involvem ent in
education  was m uch m ore consistent during  segregation because of
the com m unity rela tionsh ips between teachers, paren ts and  children.
Also, Siddle-W alker (1996) discusses the im portan t role o f institutional
caring during  segregation. Furtherm ore, th e re  is research  that
suggests tha t the persis ten t low academ ic achievem ent of African
American studen ts is, in  p art, d u e  to the decline of African American
teachers since desegregation (Foster, 1995).
Faltz and  Leake (1996) no te  th a t despite  the lack of consistent
em pirical evidence, school desegregation continues to be enforced as a
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solution. They contend th a t school desegregation, as an  expression of 
quality  education, has been a  sim ple act o f  racial balancing w hich has 
no t adequately addressed sociocultural inequalities. As an  act o f racial 
balancing, desegregation is based on  th e  assum ption  that quality  
education for African American ch ild ren  is d ep en d en t upon a ttend ing 
school with European American children. This assum ption is 
consistent with a  re-presen ta tion  of A frican American reified a ro u n d  
raced  o ther/cu ltu ra lly  deprived or, a t least, culturally  insignificant; it 
does not consider the cultural context of identification.
Moreover, Shujaa and  Johnson (1997) criticize the p resum ption  
that desegregation is/can  be o r has been a  plausible solution to racial 
inequalities because it does not affect change in the existing power 
relationships. Regardless o f its effort to racially  balance schools, 
desegregation, like segregation, has been im posed on  African 
Americans by m ainstream  America and  th u s  m aintains the existing 
oppressive relationship. The au thors elaborate  on the inability of 
desegregation to change the power relationships of schooling and  
education:
Power relationships that existed p rio r to the U. S. Supreme 
Court's decisions on the constitu tionality  o f school segregation 
were essentially unchanged by those decisions. Thus, while the 
NAACP legal strategists system atically eroded the "separate bu t 
equal” doctrine, the 'in tegration ' w ithout power that resu lted  
left the same authorities who m anaged school segregation to  
manage school desegregation. These au thorities m ade the 
decisions about which schools ch ild ren  would attend, an d  a t 
what pace the changes would take place (p. 4).
9 7
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Not only has it no t changed the social o rder, but in some cases, 
desegregation has no t even been successful in  racially balancing 
schools n o r  has it addressed resource d isparities between schools. 
There are still glaring displays of w hat Kozol (1991) has called savage 
inequalities.
As an  alternative, Shujaa & Johnson (1997) offer independent 
Black education as a  nationalist, social o rd e r transcenden t possibility 
for quality  education. Independent Black education  has been in 
occurrence since 1790 as a means of attending  to the unequal power 
relationships between the dom inate and  the dom inated, as well as 
addressing th e  specific cultural contexts of African American 
identification (Ratteray, 1994; Rivers & Lomotey, 1998; Shujaa & Afrik,
1996).
M anning Marable (1992) also identifies integrationism  and 
black nationalism  as the two traditions o f  racia l/cu ltu ra l ideology and  
social p ro test w ithin the African Am erican experience.
Integrationism , according to Marable, is roo ted  in the N orthern 
abolitionist movem ent among free Blacks an d  is founded on a belief in 
American dem ocratic ideals. In com parison, black nationalism  
em erges from  the same social c la ss-N o rth em  Blacks—b u t emerges ou t 
of a  dissatisfaction with the 1850 Compromise, the Fugitive Slave Act, 
the Dred Scott decision, and the failure o f slave uprisings. While the 
in tegrationists sought deracialization based on dem ocratic ideals, 
nationalists assum ed "racial categories" w ere real an d  based their 
politics on  racial differentiation. Both of these traditions, as Marable
9 8
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contends, take race as a  critical o rgan izin g variab le and  obscure th e  
rea lity  o f class gradations w ithin th e  A frican Am erican com m unity 
w hich po in t to a substantial gap betw een th e  em ergent Black m iddle 
class an d  the  "underclass."
W here Shujaa & Johnson (1992) assert the benefits o f  the 
national s tra in  over the racial in teg ra tio n  one, M arable's analysis 
suggests th a t neither is sufficient. From an  in tegra tion ist perspective, 
quality  education is based on the assum ption  th a t in  o rder for Black 
ch ild ren  to have such an  education they  need  to be in school with 
W hite children, if only because it  "guarantees" equitable resources 
(Faltz & Leake, 1996). However, a lthough  we have eradicated the legal 
barriers  to  this end, in tegration, o r  m ore appropria te ly  desegregation, 
has been m ore often a  reality  of th e  Black m iddle class experience; 
those who constitute the "underclass" are  o ften  still victims of de facto 
segregation and inequitable resources (Kozol, 1991). On the o ther 
hand , Black nationalist trends in education  articu la te  ideas o f quality  
education based on separate educational institu tions for Black 
children . While this paradigm  correctly  asserts  the im portance of 
cu ltu ra l context for education, efforts tow ard em pow erm ent th rough  
p riva te  Black ownership are  lim ited by th e ir  capacity  to serve the  few 
ra th e r  than  the m any (Marable, 1992). Thus, M arable (1992) concludes 
th a t we need to move beyond racial iden tity  politics to consider 
"constructing new cultura l and  political 'iden tities ', based on  the 
realities o f America's c h a n g in g  m u lticu ltu ra l, dem ocratic milieu"
(p. 122).
9 9
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
From a  c u rr ic u lu m -ra th e r  th an  a  pow er/class-perspective— 
W atkins (1993) considers two general frameworks o f educational 
ideologies undergirding Black education. He refers to  the  w ork of 
Emoungu (1979) who discussed the  educational adaptation  m odel which 
is based on the accom m odation of white racial attitudes. This m odel took 
race as "natural an d  norm al an d  that, given the differing backgrounds 
an d  circum stances of th e  races, a  d ifferentiated  education should be 
offered" (p.322). The second m odel is one of cultural deprivation 
w hich suggests tha t Blacks are  cu ltu ra lly  deficient. Taking these 
m ainstream  re-presentations in to  consideration, Watkins (1993) 
iden tifies six~som ew hat overlapping—Black curricu lum  o rien ta tions 
th a t both  reflect and  d isru p t these representations; they  are  
functionalist, accom odationist, liberal, reconstructionist, A frocentrist, 
an d  Black nationalist.
A functionalist curricu lum  took shape under the lim ited 
education  allowed during  slavery. This orientation  "was shaped by the 
necessity of survival an d  thus took the form  of basic education to 
p rep are  individuals fo r hum an interaction" (p. 324). A functionalist 
curriculum , then, is constitu tive o f a t least two elem ents—schooling 
an d  education in Shujaa's estim ation (1994). The functional schooling 
o f Africans during slavery is akin to tra in ing  them  to do w hat was 
expected of them to survive on the p lantation. This would, for example, 
include learning to p ick cotton, till fields and  obey orders, am ong 
o th e r things. On the o th e r  hand, education would include w hat 
Africans passed on to each o th er in  the way of traditions, values, and
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beliefs as they  w ere brought from Africa and  shap ed  by the African 
experience in  America; in o ther words, w hat they needed  to know to 
survive as a  people.
Accom odationism  stressed vocational tra in ing , physical/m anual 
labor, character building, and  a  social science agenda  th a t supported 
racial subservience fo r Black people. This parad igm  was strongly 
influenced by theories o f intellectual inferiority  an d  responded  to 
such, as I m entioned  before, through repetition  a n d  reversal of the re­
presen ta tion  of Black people as intellectually inferior. The Black 
libera l curricu lum  was rooted in traditions o f hum anism , free 
expression, and  the uninhibited intellectual developm ent o f the 
individual. This paradigm  focused on developing a  cadre o f Black 
leadersh ip—teachers, preachers, and  civil servants. Hence, a 
reflection of DuBois's Talented Tenth.
The last th ree  orientations m entioned by W atkins (1993) present 
a  break with the idea tha t education is a  cu ltu ra lly  neu tra l process 
always working to the  benefit of a  people. They hearken  back to 
W oodson's (1933) point o f cultural situatedness. A reconstructivist 
approach  to Black education, for instance, questioned  the capitalist 
o rd e r  and  viewed school and  curriculum  as a  m eans of challenging 
an d  inevitably changing unjust systems o f dom ination. Watkins (1993) 
notes that DuBois (1973) was one o f the m any rad ical Black educators 
who pushed this type of curriculum . He, as W atkins (1993) states, later 
"advocated a  curriculum  th a t would criticize capitalism , prom ote 
dem ocracy, propagate  common schooling, foster em ancipatory
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thinking, support societal transform ation , an d  seek a h igher
civilization" (p.334). In short, DuBois believed th a t Black people m ust
no t simply be educated to study, b u t also to change un just
circum stances. Although W atkins (1993) does no t m ention  th a t DuBois’
views (1973) were com plicated with his growing dissatisfaction with
the potential problem s in tegration  would cause fo r Negro education,
this is an  im portan t elem ent of his thinking. W here he  stressed a
reconstructiv ist curricu lum , he  also questioned  w hether Black folk
could obtain the necessary, revolu tionary  knowledge they needed in
in tegrated  contexts o r W hite ru n  schools:
Here for instance, is the  boy who says sim ply he is n o t going to 
school. His treatm ent in  the w hite schools...is such th a t it does 
not a ttract him. M oreover, the  boy who does en te r the white 
school and  gets on reasonable well does n o t always become a 
useful m em ber of the group (p.151).
W hat is evident in  DuBois' th in k ing is again th a t double  b ind— 
education is w hat the African American needs bu t education  can be, 
instead  of liberating, alienating.
In addition, a Black nationalist curriculum  also tu rn ed  to 
criticize the cu ltura l significance of Am erican public education. As a 
curriculum  outlook, it focuses on how  oppression has stripped  African 
Americans of their cu ltu ra l legacies an d  is roo ted  in  an  ethic of 
cu ltu ra l revitalization. A lthough the Black nationalist paradigm , as 
Marable (1992) has criticized, stresses independen t education  as a 
m eans of asserting a shift in  Black/W hite pow er relationships w ithout 
considering the gap in  Black class relations, its em phasis on cultural 
context is left largely unexplored. Certainly, o n e ’s cu ltu ra l fram e of
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reference is a  crucial e lem ent in  learning as we learned  in  Dewey's
(1990) discussion on  th e  child  an d  the curriculum- He stresses the
connection  o f learn ing  w ith one 's  living experiences:
From th e  stan d p o in t o f the  child, the g reat waste in  the  school 
com es from  his inab ility  to  utilize the experiences he  gets 
outside the  school in  any  complete and free way w ith in  the 
school itself; while, on  the o ther hand, he  is unable to app ly  in 
daily  life w hat he  is learning in  school. That is the isolation of 
the  sch o o l-its  iso lation  from  life (p.75).
Even though Dewey elaborates in  a  general sense on  this relationship , 
it m ust be no ted  th a t learning an d  living are culturally  constructed  
processes. W oodson (1933) reiterates the connection betw een learning 
an d  living experiences w ith specific consideration for th e  cu ltu ra l 
context of Negro life in America. The im portance o f cu ltu ra l context 
fo r educating Black ch ild ren  is em phasized in  a great deal o f cu rren t 
scholarship (Delpit, 1995; Dempsey & Noblit, 1996; Foster, 1995; Hale- 
Benson, 1986; King, 1993; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Irvine, 1991). The 
Black nationalist curricu lum  addresses the im portance o f cu ltu ra l 
context from  two perspectives: by acknowledging the significance of 
race /cu ltu re  iden tification  of African Americans and  by attend ing  to 
a  specific socio-econom ic class.
My in ten tion  is n o t to suggest that the Black nationalist 
paradigm  is the  key to education  for liberation, bu t ra th e r  to suggest 
th a t it is o ften  posited  as extrem ist (Watkins, 1993) for "rationally" 
dealing w ith th e  op tions—allow m y child to a tten d  schools th a t teach 
h e r/h im  noth ing  of herse lf/h im self as a  raced person  in  America o r 
take the u rgen t m atte r in to  one's own hands. How is this an y  different
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from  a  p a ren t choosing the o ther option posed by th e  double-b ind-I 
will send m y child to public schools that expose h e r /h im  to a  
curricu lum  they will need  to get along in  m ainstream  America, to 
learn  the Am erican dem ocratic ideals, despite the persistence of its 
own rWpmma and  unrealized ideals (Myrdal, 1975)? Each choice has its 
consequences, none o f which are universally b e tte r o r  worse than  the 
o ther. The double b ind  in Black expressions o f education  for liberation 
is a  constant d isruption  to the  idea of one best system (Tyack, 1974).
An Afrocentric paradigm  also stresses cu ltu ra l revitalization but 
from  an  African world-view which is rooted in redem ption , renewal, 
integrity, and  a sense of com m unity (Watkins, 1993). Again, I m ust 
m ention here  that this paradigm , like the Black nationalists one, is 
m ore criticized than  o ther m ainstream  ones which offer nothing 
better. In some o f its articulations, this paradigm  m ay w arrant 
criticism  for posing an  unquestioned glorification o f Africa o r a 
re tu rn  to useful aspects of ancient African civilizations; however, this 
is no t the case across the  board. The significance o f African-centered 
curriculum  is that it reflects an  education that does w hat so m uch of 
public school reform  is trying to do; it reinforces com plim entarily, 
cu ltu ra l context, com m unity ties, and  critical consciousness (Akoto, 
1994; Lee, 1992; Lomotey, 1992; Rivers & Lomotey, 1998). Furthermore, it 
has been successful in  addressing m any problems, such  as low self­
esteem  an d  substandard  academic scores, African A m erican children 
face in  public school contexts (Rivers & Lomotey, 1998). In short, an
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A frican-centered curriculum  is "a holistic approach to education  th a t 
embraces the African American child" (Rivers & Lomotey, 1998, p.348).
The fundam ental tension with th is curriculum  orien ta tion , 
however, is th a t its availability is often lim ited to independent Black 
institutions, which m eans th a t only a  small segment of the  African 
American population  a re  privy  to its benefits. Although these 
institutions m ust struggle w ith the realization of class privileges 
between African American com m unities, they make an im portan t 
contribution to the continued  struggle for quality education, by 
recognizing cultura l context as a  vital aspect in the education  of 
African Am erican children. Moreover, there have been consisten t 
efforts to address the inclusion o f African-centered curricu lum  in 
m ainstream  public education (Lee, 1994; Ratteray, 1990).
Although it is clear that Watkins' (1993) categorization does not 
dismiss an  in tegra tion ist/nationalist paradigm , he attem pts to fu rth e r 
de-essentialize the idea of quality  education among Black folk by 
elaborating on  the various curriculum  orientations that have 
developed w ithin the two tradition models.
Finally, I would like to add m ulticulturalism  as a  seventh Black 
curriculum  orienta tion . Historically, m ulticulturalism  em erged as a 
form of resistance to racial oppression through school reform . It grew 
out of the dem and by African American college students for black 
rep resen tation  in  college curriculum . W hat resulted was the Black 
studies movem ent, which eventually served as a foundation  for 
challenging the un d er o r m isrepresentation of Black cu ltu re  in  school
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curricula (Gay, 1983). C urrently , m ulticulturalism  has m anifested in  
m any forms, including adding  B lack/m inority  facts to the a lready  
established curriculum  (Banks, 1987); to  a  revitalization of the 
reconstructivist orientation (See Sleeter & Grant, 1987). While m any of 
these paradigm s attem pt to  consider the  cu ltu ra l significance of 
blackness, they  have been ineffective as a  m eans of dealing w ith 
racial inequality in schools (McCarthy, 1990). Lom a Peterson (1995) 
states tha t m ulticulturalism  has becom e an issue of diversity ra th e r  
than  addressing the significance o f rac ia l/cu ltu ra l m arginalization. 
She asserts th a t "difference" is an  issue of justice, dignity, an d  equity, 
no t a descriptive issue in the  celebration  of diversity. Ultimately, 
m ulticulturalism  has been  an  a ttem p t a t recognizing rac ia l/cu ltu ra l 
difference in desegregated contexts.
By way of concluding this section, I w ant to draw  a tten tion  back 
to the in-between of education  for liberation  as it has been expressed 
in the trad ition  of Black intellectualism . I th ink  it is clear in this 
analysis th a t Black intellectuals have always consciously been  on the 
brink of margins and  cen ter, negotiating the tensions posed by 
race /cu ltu re  in relation to class an d  gender as well. By looking a t the 
narratives they construct with respect to quality  education, th e  
tensions/negotiations o f resistance/accom m odation , fa ith /reaso n , and  
individual/com m unal are  played out. While I have alluded to these 
tensions/negotiations th roughout, I w ant to  address them  m ore 
specifically as a means o f dem onstrating  the challenge they pose to 
Enlightenm ent ideas abou t education  fo r liberation. Hence, w hat I am
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posing here  is a  perform ative read  on th e  pedagogical object—the 
h istory  of education  fo r liberation as a n  A frican American 
(en) co u n te r n a rra tiv e .
First, it is clear, in  all of th e  gathered  perspectives, that 
resistance to the  race /cu ltu re  im positions o f African American 
identification an d  thus education does n o t happen  w ithout some form  
of accom m odation. As several scholars have poin ted  out, dom ination 
always meets some k ind  of resistance w hether active o r passive, public 
o r private (Bhabha, 1994; Omi & W inant, 1994; Scott, 1990). In our 
attem pts to displace th e  idea of intellectual inferiority, Black 
intellectuals have problem atized the education  o f which most o f them  
are  privy. It is education  which has, on the  one hand, provided them  
with the skills and  the opportun ity  to, on  the  o ther hand, problem atize 
its possibilities fo r African Am ericans. We are  forever caught in- 
betw een A drienne Rich's—this is the oppressors language, but I need  
it to talk to you—and Audre Lorde's—we canno t use the m aster's tools to 
bring down the  m aster's  house. Yet, the  opportun ity  to resist comes in 
the space o f splitting w here the m aster's tools are—despite the 
m isrepresen ta tion—o u r tools as well.
Second, the  struggle for quality  education  reflects a  strong 
elem ent of faith. When I speak of faith, I do no t necessarily m ean 
religious faith; ra th e r  I m ean to cap tu re  in  a  word the ability and  the 
need to believe in  som ething th a t is n o t evident. It m ust be, as Akbar 
(1996) insists, "a basic sense th a t everything will be all right, no 
m atter how things m ight appear" (p. 44). Faith is a  challenge to
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"rational" reason. "Rational” reason refers to the "transform ation  of 
the Enlightenm ent ideal of reason to the m odem , instrum ental form" 
(Kohli, 1993) where connections between Enlightenm ent reason  an d  
freedom , democracy, an d  action have been shaken loose by the  
reification of b inary  opposition, linear progression, an d  absolu te 
tru th . It is because these connections are  not evident th a t faith  is 
necessary. It is w hat propels us to the next consideration o r som etim es 
forces us to stick with it. Faith, then, is only m easurable in  as m uch as 
it is seen as an elem ent of rational reason. Hence, we have "good" faith 
when the evidence dem onstrates favorable outcomes; ye t w hen the 
evidence shows otherwise, o u r faith is questionable, "blind" even.
In this regard, fa ith /reaso n  has contributed to th e  am biguity  of 
education for liberation am ong African American in tellectuals. 
A lthough faith  persists in light o f the evidence—the p ersis ten t low 
academ ic achievem ent of African Americans in  US society, its 
good/b lind  status is context dependent. For instance, consider the 
dilem m a of school desegregation. Clearly the evidence is, at best, 
questionable that desegregation is a  necessary elem ent o f quality  
education for African Americans (Faltz & Leake, 1996). Nevertheless, 
m any o f us have persisted  in  believing in the in tegration ideal as an 
acting o f faith in an  American dem ocratic ethic, dem onstrating  a Arm 
belief th a t racial balancing will inevitably lead to dem ocratic 
harm ony. Dempsey and  Noblit (1996) refer to this faith  in  school 
desegregation as cu ltural ignorance which is presum ptive in th a t it 
"devalues aspects of w hat is known so that we act as if it was n o t
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known. It is an  ignorance based in  in tention—the in ten tio n  to m ake 
something happen, regardless o f reasonable concerns raised  ab o u t the 
intention" (p. 116). O thers m ight say th a t those who have a ttended  to 
th e  significance of cu ltu re  (as language, shared  values an d  m eanings, 
m arginalized world view based on  race/cu ltu re , gender and  class 
positions) in  the education  o f African Americans (i.e. nationalists and  
Affocentrists) dem onstra te  a  lack of faith, a  skepticism  in American 
ideals (Watkins, 1993). Ironically however, it is faith  in the ideals of 
justice, equality, an d  freedom  which encourage nationalist and  
African-centered m ovem ents to act accordingly, and  for this, they  are 
often  seen as "unreasonable.” The idea-education  for libera tion— 
from  an African A m erican perspective is nothing less th an  and  
nothing m ore than  an  acting of faith in tension /nego tia tion  with 
reason. A concept o f education can only be held in relationship  with a 
concept of libera tion  by way of this tension/negotiation .
Finally, education  fo r liberation as an  acting of fa ith /reaso n  
among African A m erican intellectuals also reflects a  tension / 
negotiation of com m unal/individual. We can look here  a t the dilem m a 
raised by both W oodson (1933) and  DuBois (1973) w hereby the 
education of the Negro pu ts h im /h er in a  contradictory  relationship  
with the masses. In one sense, the  Negro intellectual is m arginalized 
from  the masses because o f the education h e /sh e  has received; an d  in 
ano ther sense, this education  ties them, th rough  responsibility, to the 
community. This rem ains a  fundam ental problem  w ith the education of 
Black students. Their education  is often a process o f alienation from
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th e ir  race/cu ltu re  groups. Fordham  (1987), for instance, looks a t the  
phenom ena of racelessness am ong h igh  school s tuden ts. She 
elaborates on the struggle Black s tu d en ts  confront in  "having to 
'choose' between the  indiv idualistic  e thos o f the school—w hich 
generally  reflects the  ethos o f  th e  dom inan t society—a n d  the  
collective ethos of their com m unity" (p. 55). Ladson-Billings (1994) 
m akes a  similar observation in  h e r  work. She notes how  Black 
ch ild ren  are regu larly taugh t th a t education  is the way o u t o f  their 
com m unities.
These complex double b inds m ake education fo r liberation a  
constan t reconsideration fo r a n d  am ong African A m erican people. 
While we dealt m ainly with th e  im position of intellectual in ferio rity  
determ ined  by biological no tions o f race in  the first h a lf  o f the  
tw entieth  century, we con tend  w ith theories o f cu ltu ra l deprivation  o r 
pathology in the la ter half o f th e  cen tury , where cu ltu ra l conflict is 
played ou t in desegregated contexts. W hat becomes ap p a ren t is that o u r 
struggle for quality education  is abou t our need to reconcile schooling 
as an  institution built to m ain ta in  the existing social o rd e r  with 
education  as the passing on  o f trad itions, values, beliefs, o r o th er self- 
knowledge that prom pts us to  accept an d  to challenge th e  significance 
o f schooling in a  White suprem acist capitalistic p a tria rch a l society 
(hooks, 1997). W here public education  has been unsuccessful in 
addressing the im portance o f cu ltu ra l context to the  education  of 
African American children, in d ep en d en t institu tions have n o t been 
able to successfully a ttend  to  th e  m ajority  of these children .
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Consequently, education for libera tion  is n o t representative o f any  one 
m ethod  o r pedagogy; it is an  a rticu la tion  o f resistance to the  m any 
im positions we face as we a ttem p t to  achieve dem ocracy w ithin a 
capitalistic society.
A R e f le c t io n  o n  th e  H is to ry
There! There it is, a  ra tiona l o rd e r o f "all" the possible ideas 
Black folk have had about quality  education, a t least since th e  
eighteenth  century. Of course, I can  lay ou t a t least a  dozen o th er 
variations on categorizing the  ways in  w hich African A m ericans have 
articu la ted  quality  education as a  m eans of being liberated from  some 
circum stance/s. I could, for instance, em phasize the great debate  
betw een DuBois and W ashington, o r  ru n  down the differences between 
m ulticu ltural paradigm s, o r b e tte r  yet com pare them  to African- 
cen tered  paradigm s. But, such rational analyses leave so m uch unsaid  
an d  so m uch m ore resting on  assum ptions. This is no t to say th a t such 
s tru c tu red  re-presentations do n o t have th e ir place when one is trying 
to make a general point. However, as M unro (1998) notes, "history 's 
appearance o f unity, of coherence, of o rd er is predicated no t on  any 
d irect correspondence to a rea lity  but on the suppression o f 
contrad ictory  stories...History as we know it is not possible w ithout this 
silencing" (p. 265). These o rdered  structures, by themselves, fail to 
im plicate th e  tensions/nego tia tions in-betw een resis tance / 
accom m odation, fa ith /reason , com m unal/indiv idual, m arg ins/cen ter. 
A lthough there is no way for h isto ry  to present reality  precisely 
because it is a re-presentation, a  reim agination (Bhabha, 1994; M unro,
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1998), th is very realization opens spaces fo r rethinking h istory  in 
ways th a t consider the m arginalized w ith in  th e ir  respective fram es o f 
re fe re n c e .
Such a  rethinking needs to be m ore  than  adding details about 
m arginalized people to the structu red  o rd e r  o f h istory  as we know it. 
This does n o t allow for us to see how m arginal constructions of gender, 
race, an d  class shape historical analysis (M unro, 1998). There is no 
recognition o f how the perform ative shapes the pedagogical. M unro 
(1998) suggests an alternative to h istory  as a  function of time. She 
offers h isto ry  as an  evocation o f m em ory which allows us to re la te  to, 
to experience those identities m ade possible and  impossible through 
historical narrative. In the same way th a t M unro (1998) looks to 
h istorical narrative as an evocation of m em ory, it is Edgerton's (1996) 
tu rn  to au tob iography-as a  less "rational discourse"— that allows h e r 
to th ink  about, to think through m arginality.
W ith these ideas in m ind, I w ant to  reconsider the history  I just 
supplied. Even though I d isrup ted  the ra tiona l narrative, I m ostly 
offered a  view of the pedagogical with som e perform ative agitation. In 
the next chapter, however, I w ant to c reate  an o th er possible re ­
reading and  re-writing of education  for liberation  as m etaphor; one 
that poses the struggle for quality  education  as the struggle for 
African American identification. I w ant to  m ove from  the pedagogical 
reading o f the perform ative to a  perform ative re-reading of the  
pedagogical. Instead of historical narra tive , I p lay with (en)counter 
narra tive  w here the perform ative repeats  and  rejects history an d  the
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m argins and  che centers a re  infused. I will n o t follow any orderly  tim e 
line. I will explore facts an d  fictions, percep tions and paradoxes. I will 
open this work m ore to th e  vo ices/iden tities o f the African American 
students who I teach in  o rd er to allow for a  two dimensional 
(en) counter n arra tive  to em erge from  o u r  ontological, 
epistemological, an d  m ethodological in-betw eens.
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CHAPTER THREE
EDUCATION FOR LIBERATION AS 
THE PERFORMANCE OF A  PEOPLE 
E n c o u n te r in g  H is to r y
W hen I organized  the u rban  edcuation class fo r the  spring of 
1998, I knew th a t I w anted to teach the h istory  of African American 
education, But, I was m ost hesitan t about how  to undertake  this 
m onum ental task. W here do I begin? W hat m aterials do  I include? How 
do I leave the organization of m aterial and  class s tru c tu re  open 
enough so as no t to im pose m y in terpretation  of this narra tive  on 
them? I need  to d issem inate inform ation, but I really  w ant them  to 
th ink  abou t th e ir  thinking. There has to be critical self-reflection. I 
d o n ’t w ant to  confuse them  o r overwhelm them , but n e ith e r do I w ant 
to "set it all out" for them .
After weeks of tu rn ing  these thoughts a ro u n d  in my brain and  
then  w riting them  dow n and  scratching them  out, I decided  to begin 
class w ith a  questionaire /op inonaire . I raised several questions th a t 
requ ired  th e ir  opinions a n d /o r  understandings of issues in  African 
American education. The second day of class, we talked about their 
responses. Our discussion tu rn ed  into a  th ink ing th ro u g h  of w hat 
topics to focus on as well as how to organize them . Of course, I took the 
lead in  choosing readings an d  imagining creative ways to  deal with 
the m aterial. Yet, we decided th a t there would be no predeterm ined
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"reading list" o r  linear progression from  one topic to  the o ther.
We would "go with the flow" of our in terests, time, an d  conversations. 
This is g reat—an  em ergent curriculum .
Although it was a  little hectic a t times, I believe th a t the 
em phasis on  em ergence an d  critical self-reflection were crucial 
elem ents in  the way th a t they thought and  re th o u g h t the struggle for 
quality  edcaution  among Black folk in  this country . It was im portan t 
for me no t to  lay out a  rational form at based on w hat we would consider 
th e  h istory  of African American education. Doing this would have 
confined the  idea-ed u ca tio n  for libera tion—to the rationality  of 
trad itional history, imposing binary oppositions, linear progression, 
an d  varifiable evidence. I w anted them  to develop a m uch more 
dynam ic and  I guess, in  some sense, "irrational" understanding  of the 
in-betw een spaces of o u r  ideas. "Don't be so preoccupied with choosing 
an  overall best strategy. Ask why and when an d  for whom this is 
education for liberartion," I would rem ind them  on a  regular basis.
They have to know, I insisted, that our struggle for education 
has often been rooted in  faith  and no t only rational reason. "Rational" 
moves would not have constitued a struggle; we would have had to look 
a t the  evidence—physical bondage, d ea th  th reats, theories of 
in tellectual inferiority , w hite only signs, financial constrain ts, 
textbook h istory—and take the "logical" route, the  one of least 
resistance, safe space, pa in  free, life sustaining (in a biological sense). 
No doubt we have always considered the  evidence, b u t o u r struggles 
an d  ou r survival is because we looked beyond the evidence as an
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act/ing  of faith-believing and  moving in  spite of the evidence. I do not 
mpan to suggest, and  I tell them  so, th a t faith  is always a free  m atter of 
choice. It is, sim ply and no t so simply, th a t which contends w ith the 
rational, the  desire to be in face o f the thing that tells you, you cannot 
be.
I guess w hat I am  nudging a t here is th a t it’s not ju s t the way 
that we tell o r write h istory  that can be oppressive and essentialist. It 
is also the  way th a t we teach history; th e  way we chose to  teach  history  
affects how  and  what students will o r will not get. To this end , it was 
not only im portan t for the  students to know the history o f African 
American education, bu t also to be able to reflect on how they  repeat 
and  reject it in their process of identification or their everyday 
perform ances o f self (Bhabha, 1994). Thus, our em ergent curriculum  
dem onstrated not only a  learning of historical struggle, b u t also an 
understanding of how th a t struggle is constitued and  reconstitu ted  as 
our dem and for identity. With this in m ind, I share, in this chapter, 
how these young, African American intellectuals perform ed 
them selves in  the context o f learning the history of our struggle for 
quality  education  in this country. I re-write education fo r liberation 
as an  (en)coun ter narrative o r an enunication in-betw een the 
perform ative/pedagogical. First, I will review several perspectives on 
identity  as a  perform ance. Then, I will m ore specifically discuss the 
identification of African American studen ts using Ogbu's (1995) work 
on the establishm ent o f an  oppositional cultural frame o f  reference. 
And finally, I will reflect on  my own perform ances of self in  relation
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to the  s tu d en ts’ perform ances o f self in  term s of four historical 
conceptulizations o f Black identification: double-consciousness 
(DuBois, 1903), historical d iscontinuity  (Cruse, 1967), internalized 
oppression (Davis, 1969; Fanon, 1967), an d  corporeal m alediction 
(Fanon, 1967).
I d e n t i f i c a t io n  a s  P e r fo r m a n c e
Who are You?
I had  an uncle who loved to ask  the  very simple question, "Who 
are you?" I rem em ber w hen he  first asked me this question. I 
responded, "I am  Denise." He looked a t me with a  devious smile and said, 
"I d id  no t ask you w hat your nam e was. I asked—who are you?” I tried 
again with, "Okay I am  a little Black girl." He shook his head and  stated 
again, "I d id  not ask abou t your race o r y o u r sex, I asked—who are 
you!" A bit fru stra ted  an d  perplexed, I w asn 't quite ready to give in so I 
re to rted , "I am the w onderful child of m y m other and father." This 
time, he let out a  belly laugh and  said, "I d id  no t ask who you belong to 
o r w hat kind of child you are, I a sk e d -w h o  are  you? By this time, I was 
resolved to ignore his inqu iry  and  figured he was just purposely 
trying to annoy me. But Uncle Ronnie, who had  run  this question by 
everybody a t one tim e o r another, knew just when to supply the 
answ er he was looking for—You are  who you a re  whoever you are. 
After I learned  the  ap p ropria te  answer, I used to think o f my uncle's 
inquisition as an  in triguing game. I would go around asking the 
question  of my friends, seeing how  m any different responses I could
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squeeze out o f  one person, before  they h it the  frustration  point. At th a t 
tim e, I had  to  reveal the answ er.
It's a  funny  thing. The fru stra tio n  I felt when m y uncle first led  
m e through th e  "Who are  you?" m aze an d  th e  in trigue I experienced 
w hen leading others th rough  th e  inquisition  are the same emotions I 
feel as an  African American academ ic in  these postm odern times. W hat 
a  foreshadowing of the iden tity  dilem m a posed by the unreasoned, 
chaotic, m ultiplicities of postm odern  thought. From this perspective, 
iden tity  is no longer perceived as fixed o r  knowable; instead, it is 
forever a  question—Who are  you?—which we desire to answer but can 
never fully do so, because it is itself an  infinite dem and.
In-Between Demand and  Desire
In his "Interrogation of Identity," Homi Bhabha (1994) uses the 
work of Franz Fanon (1967) to  theorize th ree  conditions that underlie 
an  understanding  of the process o f identification as it is caught up in 
the analytic o f dem and and  desire. First, as Bhabha (1994) notes, "to 
exist is to be called into re lation  to an  otherness" (p.44). Thus, we are 
draw n into a  process o f identification  by the o ther's  demand-W ho a re  
you? Second, the place of identification is a  space of splitting in the 
tension between dem and and  desire. It is w hat happens in-between the 
dem and—who are you?—and  th e  desire to answer, to accept the o ther's 
inv itation to  identity. T hird , iden tification  is never an  "affirmation o f 
a  pregiven identity , never a  self-fulling p rophecy—it is always the 
production  o f an  image of id en tity  an d  th e  transform ation of the 
subject in assum ing tha t image" (p.45). Hence, you are  never who you
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say you are. Rather, you are  who you are  who ever you are. 
Accordingly, "identity is never an  a  p rio ri, n o r a  fin ished product; it is 
only ever the problem atic process o f access to an  image o f identity” 
(p.51). This "problematic process o f access" can be thought o f in two 
discursive dimensions: w ithin the subject self, one person and  between 
the subject self and  the external o ther, th a t is between people.
Peter Taubm an's (1993) view of identity  em phasizes how the 
analytic of dem and and  desire works w ithin the  subject self. Relying 
on the literatu re  of psychoanalysis, he  recognizes th ree  iden tity  
registers—the fictional, the com m unal, and  the autobiographical. In 
the fictional register iden tity  is "objectifying and  alienating" an 
a ttem pt to u tte r the unutterable . In th is register, language evokes 
ra th e r than informs and the relationship  with the O ther evokes 
danger and  desire. The fictional recognizes the  way in  which we are 
constituted by discourse. The com m unal register is the space in which 
identity  is given meaning by and th rough  the group. It is an  "identity 
in motion" because "it produces m eaning and is both  inseperable from  
the person who participates in the identity  and  also exists as a sense of 
which a group of people share themselves" (p.294). The communal 
represents the dialogic character of identification. Finally, the 
autobiographical register allows for the  em ergence of the  personally  
m eaningful and  continually  developing aspect o f self as an 
autonom ous subject. In this register, th e  subject's narrative does no t 
reflect the real experiences of living, b u t instead "posits the  possibility 
of external validation" (p. 296). From Taubm an's perspective then, the
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subject self has dep th , a  dep th  which recognizes how we are  
constitu ted  in discourse, b u t not w ithout some agency.
W here Taubm an (1993) discusses the dep th  of subjectivity, 
cu ltu ra l critic Paul Gilroy (1995) elaborates on m ultiple conceptions of 
self. He argues th a t the four m ajor conceptions of self in W estern 
philosophy have no t progressively displaced each other, bu t continue 
to  "coexist as com peting alternatives in  the political space we inhabit" 
(p. 20). The four conceptions of self include the absolute self, the 
relational self, the  doub le /sp lit self, an d  the fragm entary self. The 
absolu te self is a  Cartesian way of looking a t identity  which represents 
an  essential, underlying self that is stable, predictable and  knowable. 
The relational self, on  the  o ther hand, rooted  in Hegelian dialectic, 
recognizes the in tersubjective n atu re  o f self an d  o ther where the self 
relies on respect and  recognition from  the other. The double/sp lit self 
is a  challenge to the o th er two notions. It is, according to Gilroy, an 
"asym m etrical self, generated from in te rn a l dialogue" (p.22). 
Recognizing DuBois as the architect o f this notion o f self, Gilroy also 
notes tha t it is sometimes viewed as a  doubling and  thus a  herm eneutic 
privilege and o ther times a splitting, o r  ontological disability. 
Nevertheless, in its d isrup tion  of harm onious self, DuBois* view of 
Black identity  "allowed for the possibility of nonidentity ' (Gilroy, p. 23 
1995). Finally, the fragm entary self o f postm odern philosophy speaks 
of m ultiple, unin tegrated  subjectivities. W hat Gilroy (1995) implies is 
th a t how we think about the self is context dependent; it is a  response 
to the dem ands im posed by our political struggles.
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These perspectives on iden tity  taken  together rep resen t a  
double-dim ensional, discursive analytic o f dem and  and  desire  w here 
identification is a  process o f sim ultaneous m ovem ent w ithin the  
subject self and  between subject self an d  o ther. The self/selves 
reflected  in  these viewpoints a re  constitued  by discourse, b u t 
recognizes a  possibility of agency th ro u g h  w hat I call a  m etaconscious 
level o f identificatoin, which is an  aw areness, a  knowing, a  th inking 
abou t the  ways in  which one identifies because of and in  spite o f 
various discourses. It is from this perspective th a t I talk about iden tity  
as perform ance.
Black Identification  as Perform ance
In his discussion of the roots a n d  rou tes of Black identity , Gilroy 
(1995) notes tha t the issue of iden tity  took on  special im portance in 
Black political discourse because of o u r  need  to "refuse and  escape the 
identities in which we were both coerced and  seduced during  a  h istory  
of te rro r  which language has inadequate  resources to com m unicate" 
(p. 19). He also recognizes the p ro found  tension between given an d  
chosen identities w ithin the h isto ry  o f Black Atlantic D iaspora w here 
the process of self discovery has always necessitated a subsequen t act 
of refusal, an d  the traditional understand ing  of self has e ith e r been 
im posed on its Others o r predicated upon  th e ir  exclusion. Gilroy (1995) 
suggests th a t the history  of Blacks in  th e  W estern hem isphere reflects 
how th e  notion of identity  itself has been reconfigured in  the  context 
of o u r  "inescapable political desires to  be free" (p. 18).
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In this way, the center's im position on  the process o f Black 
identification w as/is m et with an  oppositional affirm ation  of 
ourselves. For instance, w here cen tered  (dom inate) W estern 
philosophy recognized a  singular self, Black iden tity  was being 
thought as doub le /sp lit (DuBois, 1903). And a t this postm odern moment, 
w here there  is no self but m ultiple, un in teg ra ted  subjectivities, m any 
Black scholars a re  e ither rejecting postm odern  though t (hooks, 1990) 
o r reth inking  it (Diawara, 1993) because of th e  preceived th rea t it 
poses to collective struggle. In addition, w here individualism  has 
played a  significant role in cen tered  W estern philosophy, 
com m unalism  has been the em phasis in Black identification. This is 
recognized by Taubm an's (1993) notion of the  com m unal register, 
w here the self derives m eaning in  relationsh ip  to its g roup/s; and  
Ogbu's (1995) theory  of "collective struggle" as a  surival strategy 
articu la ted  in  Black folk theories. I refer to o u r em phasis on  collective 
consciousness o r group identification as o u r expression of the Black 
ontological we. Significantly, th is ontological we does n o t/can n o t 
represen t un ity  in  the sense th a t we are  all the  sam e o r that we are  in 
total agreem ent. Rather the ontological we is a  way of thinking and  
living that stresses the im portance of o thers in  the  process of self 
identification  and  collectivity in  political struggles (which Bhabha 
contends a re  bu t struggles of identification). W hat becomes apparen t 
in  the history  of Black identification (at least in  this country) is that 
p a rt of o u r identifying as m arginalized peoples is the developm ent of 
an  "oppositional cultural frame o f reference" (Ogbu, 1995).
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John Ogbu's (1994, 1995) theory of how and why African
Americans have developed w hat he calls an  "oppositional cu ltu ra l
fram e of reference" is exem plary of how  Black identification in  the
US is caught in  the  tension/negotia tion  in-betw een dem and an d  desire.
Ogbu (1994) suggests that,
Black symbolic response to w hite denigration o f their languages 
and  cultures was not simply the  adoption of white language and 
culture. Nor was it m erely the developm ent of a  d ifferent 
language (e.g. black English vernacular) and  culture, o r  the  
re ten tion  o f African cultural an d  language elem ents. It also 
included the developm ent o f a  d istinct black cu ltu ra l/language 
fram e of reference that is m ore o r  less oppositional vis-a-vis 
w hat they  perceived as the w hite cu ltu ra l/language fram e of 
reference (p. 273).
He goes on to discuss how African Americans have developed
secondary cu ltu ra l differences which reflect o u r resistance to w hat we
perceive as white culture. In o ther words, Ogbu (1994) contends that
we have adap ted  to the system of racial dom ination/stratification , by a
process o f "cultural inversion." Cultural inversion occurs when the
subord inate  group members come to define certain  forms of 
behaviors, events, symbols, an d  m eanings as inappropria te  for 
them  because these are characteristic of their oppressors. At the 
same tim e they define o ther form s of behaviors, events, symbols 
and m eanings, often opposite, as appropriate  for them  (p. 274)
Thus, to the point that we have desired to answer the 
unasw erable—th a t is White America's dem and, im position on o u r 
b lackness/d ifferen tness-w e have developed and have consequently  
been developed by a  particular way o f being in  the world, a d istinct 
cultural fram e of reference. Bhabha (1994) would recognize this point 
of cu ltu ra l inversion as a  "discursive strategy of the m om ent o f
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in terrogation, a  m om ent in which th e  dem and for identification 
becomes, prim arily , a  response to o th e r  questions o f signification and  
desire, cu ltu re  an d  politics" (p.50). From  this perspective, African 
American cu ltu re  is not only  in  reference to o u r history; it is also o u r 
perform ative identification in  the p resen t which repeats and  rejects 
o u r h istory  w ithin the context of o u r  "inescapable political desires to 
be free” (Gilroy, 1995, p. 18). Consequently, w ithin our oppositional 
discourse, th ere  have been several configurations o f black 
identification tha t speak to o u r ideas o f education fo r liberation and  
thus our struggle for quality  education.
I w ant to explore four theories o f blackness that are 
characterized by o u r oppositional fram e of reference. They include: 
the double-consciousness, the split betw een Negro self and American 
other; historical discontinuity , a  lack of con tinu ity  between the Negro 
and the h istory  of h is /h e r  ontological we; in ternalized oppression, the 
circum stance by which the oppressed con tribu te  to their own 
oppression; and  the corporeal m alediction, the dialectic between one's 
body and  the world fixed by the oppressor's  gaze. Historically these 
aspects o f Black identification have been considered "negative 
ontologies" (Bhabha, 1994) or "identity  crisises” (Karenga, 1983), I 
refer to them  as race /cu ltu re  perform ances in an  effort to recognize 
them  as discursive form ations w ithin a  race /cu ltu re  discourse. In 
o rder to elaborate on these perform ances, I re tu rn  to discuss how my 
students and  I make m eaning of them  in  the context of our educational 
experiences as African American intellectuals. W hat becomes clear
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from  this perform ance perspective is tha t we both  repeat an d  deny 
education  for libera tion  as pedagogical object.
In the rem ain d er o f  this chapter, I will in troduce each
race /cu ltu re  p erfo rm ance w ith an  autobiographical reflection. The 
purpose of this is to  situate m yself on the same critical p lane as my co­
subjects, and thus rem ind  the read er that I also operate  within these 
perform ances. Next, I will briefly consider theoretical foundations as 
well as aesthetic expressions of each  perform ance. Following that, I 
will close each section  w ith an  ethnographic v ignette which looks at 
each race /cu ltu re  perform ance in  term s of the s tu d en ts ' process of 
identification in th e  school/classroom  setting, which is an  im portant 
aspect of ou r a rticu la tions of education for liberation. Finally, I will 
conclude this ch ap te r w ith a re-thinking of education  for liberation as 
enunciative perform ance.
H ow  D o e s  It F ee l to  Be a  P rob lem ?  
P e r fo r m in g  D o u b le - c o n s c io u s n e s s
Being Black. Acting W hite
Early on, I understood  th a t being "smart" was akin to  "acting 
white," at least am ong my peers. Considering the Black nationalist 
influence in my upbringing , I d id n o t like to be though t o f as White, so 
I learned  to negotiate a  space in-between being sm art an d  being Black. 
I d id  well in my studies e ither because I enjoyed them  o r I enjoyed the
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challenge of doing well, even if  I h a ted  the teacher a n d /o r  the subject. 
But I com pensated for m y strong academ ic character by "preserving" 
o th er characteristics th a t were often  associated with being Black, the 
prim ary  one being m y language.
I rem em ber the  very day  I becam e aw are that I had  to learn  to 
talk a  "special way " fo r school. I was ju s t beginning the  th ird  grade. 
Every m orning, Ms. Malone would s tand  outside of the door greeting 
each student as they en tered  the small, but neat th ird  grade classroom. 
As she flashed a  big welcoming smile a t each child, she would say, 
"Good m orning (child 's nam e), do you have your homework this 
morning?" No one was allowed to en te r  the room  w ithout providing the  
p roper answer to Ms. Malone's inquiry. On a  good day, the line m oved 
along swiftly w ith m ostly everybody responding "yes" in  the "right" 
way. But on a  bad day, which were m any in the first few weeks of 
school, the line to get into the classroom  would be backed up against 
the lockers along the righ t side of the doo r with everybody 
im patiently  eyeing th e  person, so far, responsible for holding up  the 
line.
Well m y bad day  came one M onday m orning about two weeks 
into the th ird  grade. The line was m oving along nicely until my tu rn . 
"Good m orning, Denise. Do you have y o u r homework this morning?" 
asked Ms. Malone. I smiled back and  responded, "Yeah I got m ah 
homework, Ms. Malone." Immediately, h er smile faded away and she 
asked again, "Do you have your hom ework today?” Once she asked the  
question again, I knew  very well th a t I h ad  done something wrong, I
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ju st w asn 't quite sure what it was. So I took a  deep breath  an d  answ ered 
in  a  m ore polite tone, "Yes, Ms. Malone I got mah homework." She 
d id n 't repeat the question again, but she d id  stare a t me for w hat 
seem ed like hours. The line was backed up  and  everyone else was 
staring as well. Now I want to im press upon  you just how traum atic this 
was for a  studen t who was always the teacher's pet and  who rare ly  
presum ed to give an answer a t all unless it was appropriate and  
correct. But a t this point, I was too em barrassed to even try  
concentrating on my answ er any longer. Finally, Ms. Malone said to 
me, "Young lady, you h a v e - n o t got—vour homework." I repeated  a fte r 
her, "Yes, I h av e  mah homework," and  proceeded into the classroom  a  
bit em barrassed but mostly preoccupied with discerning the 
difference between "have" and  "got". I thought about th a t all day  long. 
W hat is the difference between the two words? Did she not u n d erstand  
th a t they m eant the same thing? o r d id they? Besides, I d id do m ah 
hom ework and I d id have it wit' me!
At the end of the day, I even took the m atter to my own suprem e 
court which, a t the time, was my parents. I rem em ber in terrogating  
them  and insisting that they make a  clear distinction. But all I got was 
that one word was better English than the other. Well then  I thought, 
why in the world is the o ther word even necessary? After some time 
contem plating "got" and  "have," I figured I just better use "have" in 
o rd er to avoid being responsible fo r an o th er backup situation. 
Nevertheless, I rem ained perplexed. Until th a t day, I thought the task 
of language was simply to be understood, bu t Ms. Malone m ade it clear
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th a t it was not th a t simple. Talking in  school was not only  to be 
understood; it represen ted  a  certain image, the image o f an  "educated" 
person. So I learned  to talk "educated" a t school, w hich was often 
referred  to as "acting white," an d  kept talking plain, as far as I was 
concerned, outside of school. I use th is perform ance to  reflect 
heuristically on w hat Fanon (1967) m ean t when he said  , "For it is 
im plicit that to speak is to exist absolutely  fo r the other" (P. 7).
Eventually, I learned  to "code switch" between m y folk language 
an d  standard  English. And while m any folk assum e th a t a lternating  
betw een speech p a tte rns is all code switching am ounts to, it generally 
involves m uch m ore. I consciously learned  to adjust m y tone, body 
language, and  topic of conversation, depending on the  context. This is 
no t anything unusual for m ost people. At some time o r ano ther, we all 
m ust make adjustm ents to be understood o r accepted. However, my 
adjustm ents were negotiated specifically a ro u n d  issues o f race and  
cu ltu re  which are  im bued, in my case, w ith certain  ideas about 
superiority  and inferiority . Later, I also became cognizant o f making 
gender and class adjustm ents, too. My language, in a  large sense then, 
is no t defined absolutely by e ith er the folk tongue or the  academ ic 
speak. Instead it is the  act of switching, which is indicative of my 
language and thus m y particu lar conception of the w orld (Asante, 
1987; Jordan, 1985; Gramsci in Forgacs, 1988). Language is no t only an 
expression of my conception of the world; it is also, from  its syntax to 
its m eaning, representative of m y philosophy, the developm ent o f my 
consciousness (Forgacs, 1988).
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The work of Mikhail Bakhtin (Holquist, 1990) examines even 
m ore closely th e  relationsh ip  betw een language an d  consciousness.
The Bakhtinian theory  o f language rests on  w hat has come to be 
known as "dialogism" (Holoquist, 1990). In dialogism , the  consciousness 
is fram ed by a  dialogue between self an d  o ther, w here they exist only 
in relation to one ano ther. Conceptually as Holoquist indicates,
Bakhtin's no tion  of self an d  o th e r always enacts a  d ram a containing 
m ore than one actor. However, in  a  h istorical m om ent when the 
singular self is giving away to fragm entary  subjectivities, the dialogue 
between self an d  o th er can  also be understood as that which takes 
place in the, o r  as the consciousness o f one actor. This is, as Mae 
Gwendolyn H enderson (1 9 -)  notes, the  idea of Bakhtin's inner-speech: 
"Consciousness becomes a  kind of 'in n e r speech ' reflecting the 'ou ter 
w ord' in a  process th a t links psyche, language an d  social interaction" 
(p. 146). Ultimately, o u r language is an  expression and  reflection of 
our consciousness; it is th a t which shapes o u r  perform ances of self.
For me, my code switching, as perform ance of self, is both the 
catalyst and  the  result of an  inner dialogue between, in  DuBois' (1903) 
words, m y "Negro" self and  my "American" o ther, o r in my estim ation, 
between being Black and "acting White." And the  profundity  of the 
tensions betw een the two are expressed m ost m eaningfully by Fanon 
(1967) in  "The Negro and  Language." In his analysis of the Negro in 
the French Antillies, Fanon (1967) recognizes also that the  Negro has 
two dim ensions—"one with his fellows, the o th e r w ith the  white man" 
(p.7), and  th a t he behaves d ifferently  w ith each is a  resu lt of
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colonialist subjugation. He also notes that to speak is to assum e a  
culture, o r  essentially to reveal one 's world view. Therefore, as the 
Negro interacts w ith the dom inant cu ltu re  assum ing its language, the 
Negro begins to, in fact canno t avoid, renouncing his own culture 
which is along this boundary  fram ed by his blackness o r  his "jungle."
W hen I reflect on the "got-have" backup and  my subsequent 
efforts to code switch, it occurs to m e th a t I was n o t Black, o r perhaps 
consciously so, until I en tered  school. This does not m ean th a t I learned 
my folk culture in  school; it does m ean, however, that I learned  what it 
m eant in  relation to o ther cultural contexts. This is, I suppose, what it 
m eans to be called into existence in  relation to an o therness (Bhabha, 
1994). I believe th a t it was education, form al education which m arked 
the m om ent I became aware o f m y blackness as m y "jungle." In my 
efforts to perform, to act "educated," I have both resisted and  
accom m odated a  renunciation  of m y folk culture. Likewise, in my 
efforts to perform  my race /cu ltu re  self in the context o f m y folk 
experience, I have resisted an d  accom m odated conceptualizations of 
education. As a  result, my conscious self-creation has been guided by 
my quest to be both Black and  sm art, refusing the insinuation  that 
they are exclusive. W hen I re fer to  m yself as Black here, I am  not 
even m ostly talking about the color of m y skin; ra th e r I am referring 
to my state  of mind, my consciousness, my inner dialogue—shaped by 
discourses of racist dom ination and  cultural resistance—which 
m anifests in my perform ances of self.
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DuBois’ Perform ance
Theoretically defined, my inner-dialogue as a  raced  and
cultured person is representative of DuBois's (1903) notion  of the
double-consciousness:
After the  Egyptian and Indian, the Greek and Roman, the Teuton 
and Mongolian, the Negro is sort o f a  seventh son, born  with a 
veil, an d  gifted w ith second-sight in  th is American w orld—a 
world th a t yields him  no true  self-consciousness, b u t only lets 
him  see him self through the revelation of the o th e r world. It is 
a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of 
always looking a t one's self th rough  the  eyes o f o thers, of 
m easuring one's soul by the tape of a  world that looks on in  
am used contem pt and  pity. One ever feels his twoness—an 
American, a  Negro; two warring souls, two thoughts, two 
unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one d a rk  body, 
whose dogged strength  alone keeps it from  being to rn  asunder 
(p. 3).
In its historical m om ent, this DuBoisian idea, sim ultaneously, 
challenged and  longed for an absolute, stable inner self. He 
recognized a  splitting /doubling  o f the absolute self caused by 
contradiction and  nonrecognition. The juxtaposition of Negro racial 
identity  w ith American national identity  is the im petus o f the salient 
contradiction that arises and creates the sense of twoness. W hat DuBois 
implies, ra th e r  than  explicitly confronts, is th a t American iden tity  is 
essentially constructed  in re-presenta tion  as an  affirm ation of 
whiteness p red icated  upon the repression, the  denial of blackness 
(Castenell & Pinar, 1993; Michaels, 1995) which manifests in our 
political, social, and  cultural discourses an d  behaviors. Hence, I could 
only re-present a  good American child by speaking good American
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English an d  renouncing, repressing m y hom e speak  as incorrect, bad 
English.
Although speaking on a  twoness, DuBois (1903 /1989) m ost 
im portan tly  recognizes a  person 's need to feel a  sense of oneness, a  
sense o f stability, a  reconciliation betw een w arring souls, a  tru e  self- 
consciousness. Does it m uch m atter th a t a  "true" reconciliation m ay 
not be possible? How would it be if we could accept th a t the 
contradiction cannot and  will no t be resolved? How w ould such a 
conclusion affect o u r perform ances of self? If, in  m y inner-dialogue, 
my American Negro self and  my Am erican White self cam e to the 
decision tha t they would not com m unicate, interact, b u t sim ply accept 
and  rem ain separate, unattached, would I no t then  have to  accept 
being Black and being sm art (acting white) as exclusive instead  of 
striving to be both?
Is the conceptualization of the double-consciousness outm oded 
in the face o f postm odern philosophy o f the self as fragm entary  
subjectivities negotiated through linguistic and  discursive structures 
(Gilroy, 1995)? Critic Stanley Crouch (1993) argues th a t DuBois’ 
form ulation and  subsequent discussion of double-consciousness in The 
Souls of Black Folk (1903 ) is a  "muddle" of contradictory  ideas 
concerned m ainly with race ra th e r th an  individual iden tity . He goes 
on to call DuBois' idea determ inistic an d  simplistic in  its 
doubling/sp litting , noting th a t it misses "possibilities fo r varied  
nuances th a t are intrinsic to national experience." C rouch n o t only 
concludes th a t the idea of the double-consciousness as e laborated  on in
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The Souls o f Black Folk is inadequate, bu t questions why it is
con tinually  referenced  in  discussions on Negro identity:
Given the  poorly  thought-out and  contrad ictory  positions o f  The 
Souls o f Black Folk, why are those ideas th a t DuBois p resen ts  in 
such unconvincing fashion still be so popu lar, even w here h e  
isn 't know n as th e  source? Is it because those ideas rem ove 
Negroes from  the weights of m odem  life as they  fall upon  
everyone? Is it because the  tum -of-the  cen tu ry  ideas allow  fo r 
the  avoidance of individual responsibility  an d  make it possible 
to  see Negroes in something akin to  a  p u re  state, o r a t least a  
sta te  in  which all is very simply w hite an d  black, W estern an d  
Third world, oppressor and  oppressed (p. 88)?
Interestingly, C rouch him self offers an  ah istorical critique of DuBois' 
ideas which essentially poses its own basic contradiction. While h e  
criticizes DuBois' idea as determ inistic an d  racially  essentialist w ith 
respect to individual identity , he misses how  his own critique suggests 
th a t iden tity  cannot o r should no t be thought o f as a  doubling/ 
splitting, bu t as m ultiple subjectivities. Crouch (1993), then, poses a  
b inary  o p p o sitio n -se lf is double o r  self is m ultip le—that fails to take 
into consideration w hat Gilroy (1995) has no ted  as the co-existence of 
several conceptions o f identity  which are  a lternatively  a rticu la ted  to 
d ifferent cultural and  philosophic concerns. How can DuBois' ideas be 
p resen ted  in "such unconvincing fashion an d  still be so popular?" 
Crouch, I assum e, m eans unconvincing to him self, because to be "so 
popular" they d id  and  still do convince some o f us. In o ther w ords, 
Crouch's ahistorical critique is an  expression of his own need  to see 
identity , Negro iden tity  in  a certain way.
In con trast to Crouch's opinion, I offer a  "double time" analysis 
o f DuBois' double-consciousness, w here his idea o f identity  is in
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tension / negotiation w ith  his perform ance o f  self. As Bhabha (1994) 
explains, the question  o f  identification  only arises in-betw een 
"disavowal an d  designation" (p.50). It is a perform ance of "an 
antagonistic struggle betw een the epistem ological, visual dem and for a 
knowledge of the Other; an d  its representation  in  the act of 
articulation and  enunciation" (p. 50). The Double-consciousness as idea 
reflects the epistem ological dem and for knowledge of the other; it is a 
need  to say, "I am." Yet the "I am" never reflects the com plexity o f the 
perform ance. In the act of articulation, DuBois' own double­
consciousness is always over tu rn ing  his epistem ological re­
presentations of the double-consciousness. His "I am ” is an  am bivalant 
signification o f the inner-d ialogue as a  questioning: "I am." "Am I?"
A perform ance view allows us to see the  workings of DuBois' 
own double-consciousness as he struggled to be a  "Negro" and  an 
American. His perform ance challenges the idea tha t somehow 
intellectuals m ust rise, o r  even can  rise, above their own situatedness. 
The fact that they are  ab le  to theorize on the problem  does not exclude 
them  from its consequences. To this end, m any of DuBois' works are 
w ritten  as an effort to u n d erstan d  his perform ance of self; in The Souls 
of Black Folk. (1903) an d  Dusk of Dawn ( 1975). he writes in  an 
autoethnographic m an n er as he attem pts constantly  to answ er the 
question: How does it feel to be a  problem?
The profundity  o f the question--How does it feel to be a 
problem —lies in the type  of answers it requires. It asks not for a 
theory, but a  perception; no t for the way things are suppose to be, but
1 3 4
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
how do you feel about the way things are, about th e  way others 
perceive you? DuBois (1903) opened The Souls o f Black Folk by 
indicating how this question  is never explicitly b u t always indirectly  
asked o f him  as a  Black m an. In th is text, he responded  w ith the 
articulation of the  double-consciousness which, d esp ite  criticism s, 
expresses identity  in accordance with the idea th a t it is the identity  
that is denied that provokes the  need to define it an d  thus m ust, to some 
extent, reduce it in re-presentation. DuBois' sense o f identity , his locus 
of atten tion  was placed on his racial, cultural self. As a  result, some 
have criticized him  for his supposed inability to theorize beyond a 
racial essence (Crouch, 1993); however, what is less talked about is 
what he did work through in  the context of his time.
Ironically, DuBios' theorization  of the double-consciousness 
rem ains a  possible answer—with respect to race, cu ltu re  an d  even 
beyond—to the question how does it feel to be a  problem ? In this sense, 
the irony lies not in DuBois' inability to let go of racial essence, it is in 
his readers' inability to do so. By this, I mean th a t a  double­
consciousness is not restricted  to a  racial codification, an d  especially 
not in a biological sense. As it describes the tensions, perceived 
tensions of being Black in  America, it suggests som ething fa r more 
pertinen t than the biological significance of race. Rather, the 
theorizing of and  identifying with double-consciousness is a 
perform ance shaped m ainly by the  circum stance o f  having to  deal 
with race as a self-perpetuating cu ltu ra l complex. It is the condition of 
the Negro defined not prim arily  by his own belief in  race an d  thus his
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inferiority , b u t by cen tu ries o f false im position supported  by  W hite 
suprem acy, w hich inev itab ly  shape  his own sense of being. Perhaps, 
w hether DuBois dea lt w ith race "appropriately" o r not, as biological 
essence o r  social construction , is less relevant than  an  exp loration  o f 
how  he struggled w ith the  con trad ictions that arose in  his n eed  to  use 
th e  language o f race—w hich has earnestly  denied  him  re c o g n itio n -in  
his process o f identification .
In a b ro ad er sense, th e  double-consciousness suggests tha t, even 
in  the face o f m ultip le  subjectiv ities which theoretically  in te rac t 
nonsynchronously , each  sub jectiv ity  articulates itself in  re la tio n  to 
th a t which it is not, an d  by so doing signifies-in  the doubling 
/sp littin g —n o t only  d ifference b u t derogatorily  m arked d ifference. In 
th is sense, I do  not th ink  it excludes possibilities for class a n d  gender 
am ong o ther positionalities. The question is, in this instance, why do 
those who feel this twoness th ro u g h  o ther identity  m arkers such as 
gender or class rare ly  tu rn  to DuBois' concept? And how m ight such 
nonrecognition  confirm  DuBois' ideas about race? M oreover, double­
consciousness, in DuBois' own words, is not always a  burden. It is also 
the "gift of second sight." From this perspective, it seeks value in the 
contradiction  o f w arring souls. As a  gift, the veil allows the Negro to 
see him self th ro u g h  the  eyes o f o thers ra ther than  solely th ro u g h  his 
own. It recognizes the  dialogical character o f identification (Taylor, 
1994) which can be burdensom e if  we only see ourselves th ro u g h  the 
eyes of o thers o r  only  th ro u g h  o u r  own eyes. In this sense, double­
consciousness is a  fundam en tal apect o f an oppositional cu ltu ra l fram e
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of reference w here we sp lit/d o u b le  cu ltu ra l m eanings to justify  o u r 
ex istence.
Ultimately, as perform ance, double-consciousness is no t a 
d e te rm inistic o r simplistic take on  identity . It is one possible answer, 
depending on context, that is time, place, and  positionality, to the 
question , the general question o f identification o r th e  process of 
m arking off difference, often tim es in dem eaning ways. It is one 
possible answ er to the question: How does it feel to be a problem?
Do The Right Thing
In the movie Do The Right Thine, d irector Spike Lee depicts 
some o f the contem porary dilem m as o f difference as expressed 
th ro u g h  racial/cu ltu ral identities. The story  line is centered  around  a 
pizza parlo r in a neighborhood in  Brooklyn, New York. The pizza place 
is ow ned and  operated by an  Italian family—a fa ther and  his two sons. 
The m ajority  of the custom ers, however, who patronize the parlo r are 
African American. The central d ilem m a arises when one o f the more 
"radical" African American m ales in  the "hood" questions Sal, the 
ow ner of the  pizza joint, abou t th e  pictures he has hanging on the 
wall. All of the pictures are of Italian Americans. The young m an asks 
Sal why he has no pictures of African Americans up  on the  wall. Sal's 
answ er speaks to the im portance of the Italian American trad ition  that 
has allowed him  the opportun ity  of owning this parlo r. Hence, his 
rep ly  suggests that he is no t even going to consider changing the 
arrangem ent on the wall. At this m om ent the potential conflict is
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waylaid by Mooky, a  young Black m an who works a t the pizza p arlo r 
an d  who lives in the neighborhood.
Lee plays on several social tensions throughout the movie 
including unem ploym ent, in ter-racial love an d  a ttraction , cross 
rac ia l/ cu ltu ra l stereotyping betw een Blacks, Latinos, Jews, Koreans, 
an d  Italians. The tension, on a  very  h o t day, culminates in  a  rio t th a t 
begins with a  confrontation abou t the  pictures in the pizza parlor, 
escalates into a physical fight betw een Sal, his sons and  several o f the 
neighborhood 's young m en, and  results in  the unnecessary death  of 
one of the young men, a t the hands of the police. As a ram bunctious 
crowd w atched the White officer kill the young m an in fron t of the 
pizza parlor, they grew even angrier. Mooky again stands between the 
angry crowd and Sal who rem ains in  front of his parlor. It is obvious, 
a t this point, that Mooky is contem plating w hat the neighborhood 
wino told him  that m orning, "Son, always do the right thing." Does he 
side with the angry neighborhood crowd and  destroy the parlor an d  of 
course lose his job or does he side w ith Sal and  encourage the crowd to 
back off? Mooky picks up a garbage can and  throws it th rough  Sal's 
p late glass window which the crowd accepts as the signal to go ahead. 
By m orning, Sal's pizza joint is a  pile of bu rn t out rubble. And as is 
typical o f Lee's style, the movie ends leaving the audience to 
contem plate w hether the  righ t th ing was done or not.
W hat is interesting about the movie is that it dem onstrates the 
complexities of race-not as a  biological condition—but as a  cultural 
com plex interacting and affecting several facets of social, political and
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cu ltu ra l life. This comes across m ost poignantly , I think, in  Mooky's 
dilem m a, the perform ance o f his inner-d ialogue. Essentially, he  finds 
him self in the position of having to choose between his 
understandab ly  angry friends an d  neighbors, none of whom are 
W hite, and  his White boss, who was fo r all in ten ts and pratical 
purposes, a  decent, but stubborn m an. W hich ever way he decided to 
resolve the im m ediate dilemma, he w ould be seen by someone as a  
"problem." Standing with his neighbors, an d  in some sense against Sal, 
makes it look as though in siding w ith "his people" he chose injustice 
an d  violence over justice and  peace, the  true  American way. Yet, had  
he  decided to side with Sal, he would have run  the risk of being 
ostracized w ithin the cultural context of his neighborhood. I see 
Mooky's dilem m a as a  contem porary  expression of the double­
consciousness as it concerns ra ce /cu ltu re  m atters, which often raise 
the question  of exactly w hat the righ t thing is. What went down on  the 
streets in Brooklyn that day also happens in  the academy, where 
African American academics, am ong others, face Mooky's dilem m a on 
a daily basis.
Dana is a sophomore at Louisiana State University. She is from  
Arkansas w here she attended  p redom inate ly  W hite schools. I m et Dana 
w hen she enrolled  in a  class I was co-teaching on the im portance of 
the teacher in  urban education. From  the very  first day, Dana was 
vocal about h e r  views and rarely  backed down even when the en tire  
class disagreed with her. In the context o f an  all African Am erican 
class, instructors included, Dana had  the uncanny  ability to speak to
1 3 9
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
the issue of race w hile also participating in  w hat Fordham  (1988) calls 
"racelessness," Racelessness in  Fordham 's estim ation  is p layed out 
when Black studen ts feel that, in order to m axim ize the ir success 
potential, they m ust m inim ize th e ir relationship  to  th e  Black 
com m unity and  to th e  stigm a attached to the Black com m unity. Dana 
was always quite ad am an t th a t there were o th e r aspects o f h er identity  
th a t were m ore significant th an  being Black. During one class 
discussion regarding Molefi Asante's criticism s o f  C hristianity  in 
relation  to Africans in  th e  Americas, Dana firm ly sta ted  h e r 
d isagreem ent w ith A sante 's view insisting th a t h e r  C hristianity  was 
fa r m ore im portan t th a n  h er blackness. I do n o t th ink  tha t Dana, in 
any  way, sees herse lf as in tentionally  o r consciously playing into 
racelessness. In h er w ords, she learned th a t being Black was going to 
m ake things m ore difficult in life, but tha t she should  never use that 
as an excuse.
In a com plicated way then, Dana's dilem m a is often the same as 
Mooky's: a choice betw een identifying with Black group identity  in 
w hich she runs the risk  of m aking things h a rd e r  for herself, perhaps 
m aking excuses for herself; o r asserting h er ind iv iduality  against the 
group, which m eans in  conjunction with the W hite o ther. Dana often 
makes the choice, however, that Mooky did not. Last spring, as a 
m em ber of the s tu d en t governm ent, Dana found herself in the center 
of a very heated con troversy  over student elections. A Black football 
p layer who was a  p rem ier candidate on the inclusion ticket, which was 
a coalition of several s tu d en t groups m any o f whom  were p a rt of
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historically  m arginalized groups, was threatened  w ith d isqualification 
because he  inadvertently  used  public airwaves to support his ticket. He 
was being interview ed as an  ath le te  on the campus rad io  sta tion  when 
the interview er acknowledge th a t he was running fo r office. The 
football player responded by encouraging everybody to go o u t and  
vote. Well apparen tly  this was a violation of the studen t governm ent 
laws regarding cam paigning. The incident landed in  fro n t of the 
s tuden t governm ent for a  vote on w hether to disqualify him  from  the 
election. One side pushed  for his disqualification based on the  fact that 
he unquestionably violated the law. However, the o th er side argued 
against his disqualification based on the fact that the in terview er was 
associated with opposing candidates and  intended to solicit an  illegal 
response. The decision came down to Dana's vote. Mooky's dilem m a 
becomes m etaphorically Dana’s as she stood between the "angry 
m inority" ticket which clearly violated the law, and  the "justifiably 
angry" m ajority group. And surely facing that decision, Dana knew 
she had to do the "right" thing which she determ ined was following 
the law. Although Dana voted for disqualification, the ruling was 
overtu rned  on appeal.
Nevertheless, Dana-in h e r efforts to do the righ t th ing—also 
suffered the consequences o f being ostracized from  the context of her 
cu ltural group. O ther Black studen ts became suspicious o f h e r  and  
verbally m arginalized h er as an  outcast. Others said she w ould soon see 
th a t "they” meaning the o ther White people did no t really care  about
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h er o r justice. When I asked D ana for h er reaction she sim ply said, 
"Well you know I had to  stand up  for w hat was righ t"
Seku Sendali is also a  sophom ore a t LSU. He is from  New Orleans 
and  like Dana, he a ttended  a  predom inately  White high school. 
However, Seku was raised  in  the  context o f a  strong Black 
nationalist/Pan-A fricanist eth ic. His paren ts instilled in h im  the 
im portance of education in bo th  senses of the  word—form al and  
inform al:
Ever since I was a  small child m y parents have stressed the 
extrem e im portance o f education to m y sister and  I. They taught 
me to place a  high value on formal education, bu t also to value 
knowledge of self and  of m y people.
As he negotiates his allegiance to his people and to him self in the
context of his formal education  a t LSU, he recognizes th a t often  times
he too is facing Mooky's dilem m a. Seku adm its that staying true to his
people and thus him self is of u tm ost im portance to him, b u t he has
come to realize that sometim es he m ust, as he states, "sacrifice m y first
inclinations in order to survive a t LSU." He explains th a t bo th  his
high school and college are predom inately  White institu tions in which
he m ust confront prejudice an d  ignorance on a regular basis:
based upon some of the  prejudice and  ignorant a ttitudes which 
are abundant a t these institu tions simply existing a round  this 
level of stupidity on  a  daily  basis is a  sacrifice for me. I often 
have to sacrifice m y im patience with ignorance an d  m y desire 
to destroy racism  and  all o f those associated with it.
In one class discussion, Seku posed his dilem m a in one profound  
statem ent. He was recalling his high school situation and  his difficult 
decision to a ttend  LSU when he  adm itted  that "sometimes we (the
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ontological Black we) have to sacrifice being a ro u n d  our own people 
in o rder to get a  good education." Seku's statem ent, I thought, was a  
very  insightful sum m ation o f how  form al education  has been and  
continues to be articulated as a  moving away from  one's cu ltural 
context, away from a fram e o f reference which is roo ted  in h isto rica l 
ideas o f blackness, as a  positive aspect o f  one 's identification. This 
makes Seku's identifying a  fundam ental expression of loving 
Blackness and  a  constant dilem m a because as bell hooks notes, "In a  
white suprem acist context 'loving blackness' is ra re ly  a  political 
stance th a t is reflected in  everyday fife. W hen p resen t it is deem ed 
suspect, dangerous and  threatening" (p. 10).
Ironically though, Seku who is avidly concerned  w ith the 
practice of unity  among Black people, sometim es faces the dilem m a 
w ithin the  context of blackness. Sebouke is a  ra re  personality  a t LSU, 
even w ithin Black contexts. For instance, he was a  student in the 1998 
u rban  education  course w ith  eighteen  o th e r African American 
students. I knew that Seku was a  very  in telligent and  outspoken 
brother. But I also knew th a t for some reason he was opting no t to 
speak out as m uch in class as I had  been assured by others he w ould. I 
guess I was counting on him  to speak o u t because I knew his view, his 
opinion would usually be a challenge to the others. One day after class, 
we chatted  for a  while and  he shared  w ith m e his hesitance abou t 
speaking out. He feels th a t sometim es for the sake of unity, it 's  b e tte r  
not to speak against o r be confrontational with o th er Black studen ts . I 
understood th a t feeling and  since we have talked a  b it m ore abou t th e
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im portance of his voice, I can see th a t h e  is constantly  considering 
how  to address the m atte r, to speak up  w ithout necessarily being 
confrontational o r  giving up his v ision of unity .
Both Dana an d  Seku, although very  different people, find 
themselves in  the d ilem m a where they  m ust negotiate between 
identifying with racia l-cu ltu ra l g roup  o r asserting their ind ividual 
desires. Where Dana will assert h e r individual identity, Seku is m ore 
likely to honor the "collective consciousness" w ithin an  oppositional 
cultural fram e of reference. Too often  however, the dilem m a is 
constructed in such a  way that identifying with one's rac ia l/cu ltu ra l 
group is seen as the un-Am erican th ing to do. In addition, it is 
apparen t in their perform ances o f self th a t education for liberation  is 
no simple idea o r blind faith. For Dana, who adm its that she used to be 
"like whatever," w hich m eans she used to be less inclined to speak out, 
education is m ore ab o u t taking advantage of the opportunities school 
has to offer despite h e r  race /cu ltu re . Consequently, she's discovering 
liberation in her w illingness to stand  h e r ground. Yet as she 
discovered last fall, stand ing  her g round  can also be an unpleasant 
and, in some ways, restric tive experience. Seku, on the o ther hand , is 
m ore cognizant of achieving some so rt o f balance between education  
as school knowledge an d  education as self knowledge in the context o f  
the ontological we. And liberation for h im  seems to be the challenge o f 
m aintaining his self knowledge, an d  thus connection with the 
ontological we, in th e  face of schooling, which has operated  against 
th a t sensibility.
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Together, I th ink  these perform ances o f self bring new 
meaning to the concept of double-consciousness. Maybe, "How does it 
feel to be a problem?" is more readily  articu la ted  as—How does it feel to 
constantly  face this dilem m a which is constructed  an d  m ediated 
th rough  re-presen ta tions of race /cu ltu re  an d  w hat's ideologically 
American an d  "un-American?" In addition , p erh ap s we no longer have 
to preoccupy ourselves with reconciling w arring souls absolutely and  
across contexts. The double-consciousness is an  unresovable, 
persistent dilem m a th a t can, at best, be only  m om entarily  reconciled 
within specific contexts. In this vein, education  an d  liberation as they  
have em erged from  double-consciousness can  ne ith er be fully and  
absolutely reconciled with one another.
S e e k in g  S a n k o fa  
P e r fo r m in g  H is to r ic a l D is c o n t in u ity
W hv?
It was a  little bit o f anger, hum iliation, em barassm ent but then 
the in trigue and  fascination took precedent. I can rem em ber the first 
time I really understood about slavery, d iscovered Malcolm X, heard  
about apartheid , read  M is-education of the Negro, realized that Africa 
was a massive continent and  not a  country, re though t the March on 
W ashington, and  rediscovered with each new  piece of inform ation a 
new understanding o f w hat it m eans to be Black and  American. I can 
earnestly  say th a t none  o f these life changing m om ents happened in 
the classroom. Alex Haley's Roots was my first opportun ity  to 
understand  the devistating legacy of slavery beyond a brief m ention
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in  elem entary school h isto ry  texts. I discovered Malcolm through  a 
com m unity education p rogram  w ith the Republic o f New Africa. I 
heard  about apartheid  from  a  young White girl passing ou t news 
papers in the m iddle o f a  sidewalk in  California. I read  M is-education 
of the  Negro when I becam e increasingly f ru s tra te d  w ith the self­
esteem  problems among African American studen ts. A lthough I do not 
ever rem em ber having derogato ry  thoughts ab o u t Africa, I d id  have 
some questionable ones un til I began associating on a  regu lar basis 
with all kinds of Africans in  college. There was only  one side to the 
March on Washington, as fa r  as I knew, until I read  The 
Autobiography of Malcolm X as leisure reading.
I guess the anger o f no t knowing sets in  firs t because when I 
think about o ther aspects o f my h istory— like s tu ff about the nation 's 
presidents, the Declaration o f Independence, the  Constitution of the 
United States, the revolutionary an d  the civil wars, give me liberty  or 
give me death, the pledge o f alligance, Thomas Edision, an d  Betsy Ross- 
-I cannot rem em ber the m om ents I d id  not know these things, an d  I 
certainly learned all o f them  in the  classroom. I felt like a  big secret 
was being kept from me, an d  worse the secret was about me. I th ink 
Malcolm's quote really sums up this feeling: "You've been tricked! 
You've been had! Hoodwinked! Bamboozled!" (quoted in Vanzant, 1993). 
I d o n 't think it's a  big deal o r  even problem atic th a t we learn  some 
things inside and others outside o f th e  classroom, o r th a t y ou r family 
take on the m ajor responsibility  fo r passing on certa in  cu ltu ra l
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knowledge while public education  focus on  a  general American 
knowledge.
However, I do th ink  it p rob lem atic  w hen we consider how 
race /cu ltu re  issues determ ine w h a t gets coun ted  as general A m erican 
knowledge, or inform ation  w orthy  o f stu d y  in  the  country 's 
educational institu tions. From th e  m om ent enslaved Africans were 
b rough t to this country , they  becam e a  p a r t of America, American 
iden tity  and American culture . T h a t th is fact is often repressed, 
ignored, and m inim ized in  the im agining of America, encourages an  
essentialist, cen tered  view o f A m erica, an d  relegates African 
A m ericans—in rep resen ta tio n —to  o th e red  status. We are  all, as 
Am ericans, m anipulated  in to  believing in  equality , justice, freedom  
an d  peace as American ethics an d  seeing race, poverty, rage, and  
violence—those things w hich challenge equality , justice, freedom , an d  
peace— assoicated with African A m ericans. In the way tha t blackness 
is m arginalized in  the public d iscourse, i t  can be thought of, as Black 
theologian James Cone (1990) argues, an  ontological symbol o f w hat 
oppression means in  the United States. Consequently, the devaluing o f 
Blackness is necessary to m ain ta in  the  Am erican vision. Seeking the 
h isto ry  of Black people an d  valu ing  the  contributions of Black th o u g h t 
are  a th reat to the American v ision of equality , freedom, peace an d  
justice. And when these stories a n d  these voices are included, it is as if 
they  are victims w ithout victim izers. Inarguably  then, as hooks (1992) 
recognizes, to express love for b lackness becomes "suspect, dangerous, 
an d  threatening" (p. 10).
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U nfortunately, I find expressing a  love fo r Blackness m ost 
dangerous in  th e  academ y w here knowledge is produced, structu red , 
and  reified in to  theory  in ways th a t continue to devalue Blackness. I 
have to  ask m yself often—what is really  going on here? How come 
there  is such talk of diversity an d  no courses taught on the 
philosophies o f W.E.B. DuBois, bell hooks, o r  Marva Collins? Who gets 
seen as ph ilosopher and  not? Even when courses are taught on Black 
issues, how  com e they become though t of as an  easy course, o r one th a t 
you really  d o n 't have to take seriously? How come they are courses 
taken m ainly, if no t exclusively by Black people? How come when I am  
poignan t in  class discussions abou t m y reality  as a  Black woman in  this 
country , I am  percieved as having an  attitude, being m ilitant, having a 
chip  on m y shoulder? How come I have to w orry about what o thers will 
th ink  o f m y work because I choose to  articu la te it as a project abou t 
loving blackness as political resistance to the traditions th a t define 
who knows and  who is known? Why, just w hen I feel like I am 
discovering the h istory  of my ontological we, is the dom inant 
paradigm  o f thought so conem ed with deconstructing my we?
Why is my racialization decontextualized—talked about as a  biological 
condition, n a tu ra l essence, sociological essence—and no t the 
im position of dom ination that so p rofoundly  affects my 
culturalization? Why is it tha t w hen I speak abou t slavery, I am 
harp ing  on the past, o r  when I p o in t ou t the value in separate 
education, I am  being racist? W hy is it th a t m y need to reconstruct a  
p ast is negatively term ed a reim agination an d  the dom inate cu ltu re 's
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reconstruction  of past gets represen ted  as history? Why is slavery 
considered Black people's h istory  ra th e r  th an  America's history? Why 
is it th a t w hen I try  to diversify the  con ten t I teach, I w orry w hether I 
am  going to be called under the rug because I added too m uch Black 
stuff? Why do I feel it necessary to even raise  these questions? In the 
way th a t Sonia Sanchez m ight reverbera te—whywhy 
w hyw hyw hyw hyw hyw hyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy?
Seeking Sankofa as Black Intellectual T hought
Sankofa is an  African concept th a t m eans we m ust re tu rn  to the 
past in o rder to move into the fu ture  (The Black Holocaust. 1995). But 
w hat becomes of you and your future when your past is n o t present o r  
w hen it is, it is represented  as m ythical, horrific o r pathological? 
There is a  long and  rich trad ition  of Black scholars who speak to the 
consequences o f being denied the history, the story of o u r past, the 
story of o u r ontological we. The Negro's m iseducation, as theorized by 
W oodson (1933), is in large p art m aintained by denying h im /h er 
knowledge of themselves. While W oodson viewed it as m iseducation, 
Harold Cruse (1967) more specifically refers to this phenom ena as 
historical discontinuity, which speaks to the  lack of knowledge or 
m eaning in the p resen t of past expereinces of the ontological we.
Cruse (1967) in The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual sees this 
d iscontinuity  as a  disease which has resu lted  in  broken strands 
between past an d  present Negro m ovem ents. Amilcar Cabral (1974) 
discusses the relationship between history, cu ltu re  and th e  productive 
process. He contends that dom ination is only  possible if the  cu lture of
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the dom inated is repressed, only if  th e  dom inated  are  alienated from
th e ir  "cultural personality." Culture as a  p ro d u c t o f h istory  (the
h isto ry  of every new m om ent) is den ied  th ro u g h  processes of
im perialist dom ination which work to  neg a te  th e  historical process of
the dom inated people. Cabral (1967) views h isto ry  and  culture as
concom itant to one another:
History allows us to know the n a tu re  an d  extent of the 
imbalances and conflicts (econom ic, political, and  social) which 
characterize the evolution of a  society; cu ltu re  allows us to know 
the dynam ic syntheses which have been developed and  
established by social conscience to  resolve these conflicts a t 
each stage of its evolution, in  th e  search  for survival and 
progress (p. 42).
Thus, to deny a  people the history of them selves is to deny their 
cu ltura l developm ent and  hence resistance to dom ination. In this way, 
Cabral (1974) insists th a t liberation is undoub ted ly  an act of culture.
In addition, Karenga (1983) uses C abral's work to theorize the 
instance of historical am nesia, o r "a loss o f h istorical memory" which 
he denotes as a  "clear aspect of the id en tity  crisis" among Afro- 
Americans. He goes on to poin t out em pahtically  that, the "problem of 
African identity  is d irectly  re la ted  to the  problem  of hum an identity. 
For there is no way to be hum an except by being a certain kind of 
human" (p. 216).
What these scholars collectively suggest, then, is th a t for a  
people to survive as a people they m ust, in  some way, come to know the 
history  of themselves, because it is by th a t v irtue  th a t they  consciously 
produce them selves, come in to  self-realization. However, the m eaning 
of culture lies not in  the h istory  of the  people as pedagogical object
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alone. Instead, it lies in-betw een the perform ative signification o f the 
pedagogical; th a t is the  re-im agination, repetition , an d  rejection  o f 
h isto ry  in the  p resen t m om ent o f the people's perform ance.
Formal education  for African Americans has been a  constan t 
challenge to o u r cu ltu ra l personality /ies. Not only  are we d en ied  a 
h isto ry  o f Africa com parable in  com prehensiveness to  the  h is to ry  we 
learn  of Europe, bu t the  lack of African Am erican cu ltu ra l knowledge 
(Gordon, 1993) o r its d istortion  through reductive heroics (Early, 1997) 
in  educational d iscourse m aintains m iseducation, h istorical 
d iscon tinu ity  o r  h isto rical am enesia, thus restric ting  the  libera to ry  
possibilities of form al education. Curriculum  theorist Beverly Gordon 
(1993) expounds on the  type o f self-knowledge th a t em ancipates 
people:
A frican-Am ericans m ust learn  th e ir own seldom -explored 
h istory , becaue th e ir  own history  m akes the  dom inan t society's 
"com m onsense” in terp re tive  knowledge problem atic. Exploring 
th e ir own h is to ry  also provides the o p p o rtu n ity  fo r African- 
Americans to critique the dom inant cu ltu re 's  w orld view, and  to 
form ulate th e ir  own cu ltu ra l and  epistem ological statem ents 
(p.267).
W hen we lack this k ind o f critical self-knowledge, we often  naively 
an d  unknow ingly perform  o u r selves in ways th a t help  to m ain tain  
the  hegem onic rep resen ta tio n  of a  Euro-centered America.
As o u r in tellectual representatives, A frican A m erican 
academ ics are , in  p art, responsible for the  p ro ject of African 
Am erican cu ltu ra l knowledge. In this regard, they  are in  th e  
precarious position o f having to no t only confron t th e ir own 
m iseducation, but to find  and  offer ways to educate the masses in  the
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m idst o f this m iseducation. As a result, these intellectuals are  caught 
up  betw een A drienne Rich's —This is the oppressors language, yet I 
need  it to talk to you and Audre Lorde's—we cannot use the  m aster's 
tools to bring down the m aster's house. In o ther words, as an  act of 
accom odation we engage in  an  education th a t has h istorically  been a 
denial of o u r race/cu ltu re  positionality. Yet, this ac t of accom odation is 
a t the same time an opportunity  for resistance. We have the potential 
to ag itate the hegem ony of the academ y as well as to reconstruct the 
knowledge of the academy to a ttend  to problems am ong the masses of 
African American people in  particu lar and  all people in  general. In 
this way, the "tools" are no longer the sole p ro p erty  of the m aster. This 
is w here I am  as I tu rn  to discuss the ways in  w hich I see African 
Am erican studen ts perform  themselves in light o f th e ir  legacy of 
h istorical discontinuity .
Proud to Be Ashamed. Ashamed to Be Proud
I n  The Autobiography of Malcolm X. one o f the  m ajor turning 
points in  Malcolm's life is toward his ontological we. While serving 
tim e in prison, Malcolm realizes that his jail time is no t ju st physical 
but m ental as well. This realization is influenced by two m ajor factors: 
one is his increased interest in reading encouraged by a fellow inm ate; 
the o ther is his introduction to Elijah Muhammed an d  the Nation of 
Islam. Through the teachings of M uhammed, new  conceptualizations 
of race and  racism  guide Malcolm's insatiable reading in  new 
d irections:
The new teachings o f Mr. Muhammed stressed  how h isto ry  had
been "whitened" when white m en had  w ritten  h isto ry  books,
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the black m an had sim ply been left out. Mr. M uhamm ed cou ldn 't 
have said anything th a t would have struck me h a rd e r (p. 174).
He goes on to say,
Ten gaurds and the w arden couldn 't keep me out o f those books. 
Not even Elijah M uhamm ed could have been m ore eloquent than  
those books were in  providing indisputable proof th a t the 
collective white m a n  h a d  acted like a  devil in  v irtually  every 
contact w ith the collective non-white m an (P. 175).
At this junctu re  in Malcolm's analysis o f his experiences, the past 
meets the p resen t and together they become the foundation of his 
fu ture expressions of education  and liberation. It is Malcolm's critical 
reflection on such knowledge th a t propels him  into a self-conscious 
practicing of freedom  as he works to constantly  shake up the 
oppressive circum stances o f th e  American status-quo. This rem ains 
true, even after Malcolm moves beyond the  experiences which 
initially brought him to such knowledge of self as a  Black m an in 
.America, and  through critical reflection on the h istory  of the 
ontological we. What I find m ost profound in  Malcolm's story  is that 
freedom , liberation, cannot be given because most im portantly , it is a 
state of mind; thus, it m ust be thought and  practiced. And one cannot 
practice freedom  or educate tow ard liberation unless h e /sh e  is 
constantly working toward w hat hooks (1992) might refer to as the 
decolonization of the mind. I do believe it was Malcolm who said, "The 
greatest weapon of the oppressor is the m ind o f the oppressed." As an 
African American educator, I am  always abou t the business o f 
decolonizing m y own m ind an d  helping my students to do the same.
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I was outside o f the  circle setting up the video cam era fo r o u r 
in troducto ry  discussion on  deconstruction. Several o f the  studen ts 
w ere already  sitting in  the  circle chatting abou t various things when 
an o th e r student w alked in  w ith the  school new spaper. This was only a 
m onth  o r so after the O akland, California school board recognized 
Ebonics as the offical language o f the m ajority of African American 
school children in  th e ir  d istrict. Apparently, in  th e  school paper, 
th ere  was a  cartoon s trip  th a t was poking fun a t the  w hole notion  of 
Ebonics. The student who had  it walked to the cen ter o f the circle, "Did 
ya 'il see this?" she asked. There were several confirm ations from  the 
others who began a hea ted  discussion before I could even say, "Okay 
it's  tim e for class to begin." At th a t point, I decided to rem ain behind 
the cam era and let them  take the discussion where they would, 
believing that at least som e of them  had  considered the situation 
beyond the media hype. Yet the m ajority of their com m ents suggested 
th a t m ost of them  h ad  nothing m ore to go on than  w hat was being said 
in the media. I still, fo r the m om ent, opted to stay qu iet as I watched 
them  through the view finder and  listened to them  deny  the  existence 
of Black folk language while they  themselves, dysconsciously of 
course, moved betw een s tan d ard  English—"This is uncalled  for," and  
Black folk language— "Dere a in 't no such thang as Ebonics..it's just 
incorrect English and  all Black people don’t talk d a t way."
After a few m ore m inutes, I figured I needed to step  from  behind 
the cam era because no  one else seem ed to be deconstructin ' the 
situation. I quieted th em  down an d  began giving the long h istory
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behind  the concept of Ebonics, something they assum ed ju st cam e
ab o u t w ith O akland's decision. I n o t only offered them  a  historical-
linguistic analysis based on the  com prehensive work o f linguist
Geneva Sm ithrem an (1977). I also shared educational theories
regard ing  language acquisition  (i.e. Vygotsky's work). I also felt it was
im portan t th a t they understood  the  politics o f the  way th a t we have
often spoken and  in m any instances continue to speak. I talked about
how  bell hooks (1994) im agines the  birth o f black venacular. In an
essay en titled  "Language," hooks writes,
I im agine them  [enslaved Africans] hearing spoken English as 
the  oppressor’s language, y e t I im agine them  also realizing th a t 
this language would need  to be possessed, taken, claim ed as a  
space o f resistance. I im agine that the m om ent they realized the  
oppressor's language, seized and spoken by the tongues o f the 
colonized, could be a  space of bonding was joyous. For in  th a t 
recognition was the understanding th a t intim acy could be 
restored , th a t a  cu ltu re  o f resistance could be form ed th a t w ould 
m ake recovery from  the traum a of enslavem ent possible. I 
im agine, then , A fricans first hearing English as "the 
oppressor's language" and  then re-hearing it as a  potential site 
o f resistance (p. 170).
I also referred  to  June Jordan 's essay, "Nobody Mean More to Me 
than  You and  the Future Life o f Willie Jordan .” In this moving piece, 
Jo rdan  (1985) reflects on a  class she was teach in g -”In Search o f the  
Invisible Black W oman"--in which she in troduced  Alice W alker's The 
Color Purple. W hen the  s tu d en ts—all African Am erican—began 
com plaining about Ceiie's langauge, Jordan began to question them  
abou t why they  were having difficulty getting th rough  the  book. 
U ndoubtedly, m ost of th e ir answ ers were spoken in Black folk 
language—"It d o n 't look right, neither. I cou ldn 't hard ly  read  it."
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Jo rdan  decides to explore fu rth er w ith th e  students the whole issue of 
"our language." By the end of the class, the  students— in  responding to 
an  incident of police b ru ta lity  which killed one of the ir classm ate's 
b ro thers—wrote an  editorial to the  local pap er in Black folk language.
As I shared  this inform ation, they  grew quiet a t first, listened 
intently , and  then  began to  chim e in  tu rn ing  their com m ents away 
from  a denial of Black folk language an d  m ore toward the  slanted 
na tu re  of the m edia presentaion on  th e  issue—"But tha t's  n o t w hat the 
television said. I thought they were going to teach Ebonics." Upon 
reflecting on the ways in which they  perform ed them selves w ith 
respect to this issue, two things came to m y mind. For one, I was sad to 
hear, "the television said" because again it suggests th a t th e ir  lack of 
historical inform ation and  the o p p o rtu n ity  to reflect critically  on tha t 
inform ation, to some extent, allows the television, the m edia to dictate 
how they  th ink o r don 't think of them selves as legacies o f people who 
spoke th a t tongue as a m eans of resistance and survival.
Second, I was also, (am a lso -th is  is certainly an ongoing 
dilemma) sad to see how' they so proudly  perform ed their shame. A 
statem ent I hear over and  over again from  African American students 
is - I  d o n ’t speak no Ebonics. To me, the  implicit meaning in  such a 
statem ent is - I  am  proud to be so asham ed o f my blackness, o f m y folk 
tongue, o r a t least the folk tongue of m y ontological we, m y ancestors. 
Or, perhaps somewhere deep in sid e-I am  asham ed to be p ro u d  of my 
blackness. At the same time, I know, I understand  their sham e. I 
understand  that they have been convinced that only a certain  kind of
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Black people talk that way, o r  th a t they  m ust speak the language of
"the m a n " if they want to "make it" in  this world, o r th a t talking th a t
way—a t least consciously-m akes them  look stupid . I know they  are
n o t being irrational, they are  being m ost rational. Certain Black
people have learned not to  speak that way. W ithout a  doubt, they m ust
learn  the  language of power. And yes, to m any people, they m ight
recall images of m instrels, ones th a t we have worked so hard  to
subvert. But some day, I keep hoping th a t m aybe if they can grasp the
m eaning of it all, they could at least consider th a t education should not
m ake you proud to be asham ed o f your cu ltu ra l self and  that liberation
is im possible when you believe you have no choices.
Although I th ink  the ways in  which the  students identify and
theorize around  the Ebonics thang is a  strong exam ple of perform ing
m iseducation, historical d iscontinuity  o r  historical am nesia, it was
nevertheless difficult to settle on just one exam ple. There are so m any
o th e r circum stances in which racist dom ination  has ham pered th e ir
historical developm ent and  thus their practice of cultural resistance.
It is n o t necessarily that they  are  totally  ignoran t of Black American
history. Rather it is something m ore com plex requ ired  beyond
knowing famous people. The som ething m ore, I think, is expressed
well by w riter Clifford Thomas who reflects on his search for w hat it
m eans to be Black and American:
I was no t ignorant of black American history. I knew the stories 
o f individual achievem ent, the stories o f Benjamin Banneker, 
Frederick Douglass, H arriet Tubm an, Sojourner Truth, and 
others, and  I was p roud  o f them . But all o f tha t felt fragm entary, 
no t like the solid earth  on which a real trad ition  rested, bu t 
m ore like separate bits and  pieces of in fo rm atio n -se t against a
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backdrop of slavery, poverty , victim ization, and  p lain  o ld  bad 
lu c k - th a t finally d id  n o t cohere. W hat I needed was som ething 
th a t would connect th e  dots, som ething tha t would show m e the 
full p ictu re  of my heritage as a  Seder does fo r Jews (p.16).
Thom as goes on to tell us th a t he  was able to  find  tha t som ething to 
connect the dots in the w ork o f an o th e r w riter, A lbert M urray. 
M urray's work helped Thom as rem em ber th e  context from  which our 
people 's stories em erged, a  con tex t w hich requ ired  a  "rem arkable 
resourcefulness.” Thomas (1998) actually  connects the dots by looking 
for a  deeper understanding , an  ontological perspective to  being both  
Black and  American, o r the w ay in  which we im plicate a cu rre re  of 
m arginality  (Edgerton, 1996). By recognizing that, " ’ Resourceful' 
m eans being 'capable o f devising ways and  m eans'—in a  sense, being 
able to create a  way where none exists" (p. 16), Thomas connects his 
dots.
The m anners in  which we perform  ourselves as raced /cu ltu red  
people, as Black people in the face o f American White hegem ony is 
influenced by o u r historical d iscontinuity , th a t which we do n o t know 
about o u r history  and thus th a t which we do not know abou t ourselves. 
Essentially, we perform  a double-b ind  of pridefu l sham e o r m aybe 
sham eful pride.
T e ll 01' P h aro ' to  Let m a h  P e o p le  Go: 
P e r fo r m in g  I n t e r n a l iz e d  O p p r e s s io n
Apology o r Affirmation?
I talked before abou t m y inner-dialogue being fram ed by m y 
negotiating between being Black an d  being sm art. Obviously w hen I
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m ade this decision, I felt it was a  clever one an d  em powering one—I'll 
show them  that I can be Black and I' 11 show them  others th a t I can be 
sm art too. Recently, however, I have had  an  oppo rtu n ity  to be pulled 
o r m aybe throw n back on to this reflection. Someone said something to 
me, after lis te n in g to m e for a  while, th a t m ade m e reconsider how my 
loud, very loud profession of love for m y Blackness could actually be 
considered my in ternaliza tion  of the deragato ry  images of blackness. 
This person pointed ou t to me how I always open m y statem ents, 
com m ents, even questions with an affirm ation o f m y blackness, then I 
proceed into some intellectual foray. After hearing me do this one day, 
he said, "Denise, stop apologizing for being Black.” My first reaction 
was to say, "Apologizing? I d o n 't think so!"
Once I secured some time alone, I thought a  lot about what he 
m ight be suggesting—th a t my overstated position  as BLACK woman 
could be an  in ternalization  of my particu lar oppressive circum stances. 
Could it be that my professing is actually confessing? Is th a t overstated 
affirm ation an apology? "Look, let's get the bad news out the way first- 
-I'm  Black, but let's look on the brightside—I'm sm art too.” Has some 
little p art of me accepted that, in general, it's  im possible for me to be 
bo th  o r it's impossible fo r others to see me as both? Well..maybe..I 
guess I d o n 't know, b u t I'm wondering why he d id n 't, instead, ask me 
why I was apologizing for being smart? I m ust in te rru p t for a  m om ent 
here, to recognize w hat my advisor has so k indly  po in ted  out, that 
these questions becom e even more complex w hen I consider how 
gender constructions inform  my B lack/sm art/w om an self.
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Mastering the Mind. Minding the Master
It is difficult to  talk about the ways in  which racist dom ination 
has perm eated o u r very beings not only th rough  its im position bu t 
also by the fact th a t our resistance to th a t im position has very  m uch 
shaped ou r processes of identifying and  theorizing. We are always in 
relationship to this im position w hether we accept o r  reject it, because 
undoubtedly people are trapped  in history  and  history  is trap p ed  in 
people (Baldwin, 1985). Despite the historical discontinuity  we face as 
African Americans, we do not, cannot escape the h istory  of ourselves. 
The perform ative always, to an  exent, repeats the pedagogical. The 
discontinuity alienates us from  our h istory  in the way th a t it does not 
allow for self-conscious and  critical reflection on the ontological we. 
This does no t mean, however, that we have no history, fo r it m anifests 
absolutely in  the ways that we be in the world. The facts of o u r 
historical developm ent as Africans in this America is noth ing  less 
than  extrem ely complicated. Almost too com plicated to bring to words 
because the way we have learned to bring experiences to w ords 
necessitates some kind of cohesion, orderliness, rationality , clarity, 
conclusion; yet these are the very notions th a t ou r processes of 
identification as African Americans often defy.
We are a  complex contradiction being Black and  being 
American, which is defined in  re-presentation  by whiteness. For it is 
in the context o f America th a t we are, in p art, both created an d  denied 
as Black people. The way th a t Black people are  in America an d  America 
is in its Black people, we have in ternalized—even in o u r reinventions
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of self-A m erica's denial o f  o u r selves. By this I m ean th a t ou r 
identifying an d  theorizing is inevitably influenced  by  th e  oppressive 
circum stances under w hich we have becom e who we be. One of the 
m ost creative expressions, I think, o f th is phenom ena—which shall be 
referred  to as in ternalized  oppression—is Zora Neal H urston's Moses. 
Man nn rhe M ountain. In th is novel, H urston retells in  colloquial term s 
the story of Moses' m ission to lead the Hebrews out of slavery an d  to 
the  prom ised land. In the  story, we are  privy  to som ething m uch m ore 
complex than  a linear, unproblem atic progression  from  slavery to the 
prom ised land. Once Moses does m anage to help  the Hebrews gain th e ir  
physical freedom  from  the  Egyptians, th ere  is still a long and arduous 
process in which the Hebrews, in the ir hopes of reaching the prom ise 
land, m ust struggle—n o t w ith the actual Egyptians o r the Pharoh —but 
w ith their m etaphysical m anifestation w ithin  th e ir  Hebrew selves. 
W hat becomes evident is th a t their vision of freedom  rem ained the 
m ental propety  of th e ir  oppressors. They could only th ink to practice 
the ir vison of freedom  on them selves in the  same way th a t the 
Egyptians practiced on  them . With this realization, Moses knew it 
would be generations before they would ever reach the  prom ised land. 
In this way, death , generations of d ea th  are  necessary before the 
oppressor's image does n o t ru le the oppressed 's m ind.
Angela Davis (1983), from  a  philosophical perspective, 
elaborates on in ternalized  oppression in  "An U nfinshed Lecture on 
Liberation." In this essay, she expounds on the ontology of the m aster- 
slave relationship by suggesting tha t the m aster does no t rem ain the
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m aster w ithout the slave's consent. She states,"W ith no effective will of 
h is own, w ith no realizable desires o f his own the slave m u st seek the 
essence of h is /h e r  being in  the will o f the master" (p .133). To th is end, 
"it is the  slave's consent th a t perm its the m aster to p e rp e tu a te  the 
condition  of slavery— n o t—o f course, free consent, bu t r a th e r  consent 
based on b ru ta lity  an d  force" (p. 133). Essentially, then, freedom  as 
process and  practice is recognized in the oppressed’s resistance to  the 
m aster's  will, bu t resistance is only  possible in the context of, in 
re la tion  to accom m odation. Davis discusses this fu rth e r th ro u g h  an  
analysis o f Fredrick Douglass' Mv Bondage and My Freedom an d  his 
resistance th rough  education  to the confines of the m aster-slave 
relationship . Yet she em phasizes th a t this very resistnce is n o t w ithout 
its contradiction  for Douglass—"It is inevitable th a t knowledge, as a  
process leading to m ore a  p rofound  com prehension o f th e  m eaning of 
slavery, results in  despair" (p. 134). Indisputably, then, Douglass takes 
on the  "m aster's tools"—education  and Christianity—an d  m akes them  
his own by using them  to deconstruct, to resist the m aster-slave 
re la tio n sh ip .
In an  essay entitled, "Many Thousands Gone," James Baldwin also 
speaks to the way in  which resistance works in  rela tion  to, ra th e r  than  
absolutely against the oppressor. He creates, in the beginning o f this 
work, a  very powerful allusion w hich plays on the phenom ena o f  the 
Negro's in terna liza tion  of Am erica's rep resen tation  of h im self 
/herse lf. Baldwin (1985) opens th is essay by speaking, from  th e  po in t 
o f view of being American, about the  representation of Negro in  the
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Am erican im agination. He em phasizes the  po in t th a t although the
Negro is den ied  in representions o f America, h e /sh e  is nonetheless
woven in to  the  American fabric: "The ways in  which the Negro has
affected  the American psychology are  betrayed  in  o u r popu lar culture
and  in  o u r m orality; o u r estrangelm ent from  him  is the dep th  o f our
estrangem ent from  ourselves" (p. 65). Baldwin goes on, in the la tter
ha lf o f this essay, to dem onstrate how  the  Negro as an  American takes
up certa in  images of himself. To m ake his point, he takes a critical
stance on Richard W right's Native Son in  w hich he identifies Bigger,
the m ain  character in  W right's novel, as quintessentially  American in
th a t he  has no "discem able relationship to himself, to his own life, to
his own people, not to any other people" as a  Negro. For he is, as
Baldwin notes, "an incarnation of a  m yth," the m yth that the Negro
has no place in or im portance to Am erica's identity. Ultimately,
Bladwin makes the poin t that,
The American image of the Negro lives also in the Negro's heart; 
and  when he has surrendered  to  this image life has no o ther 
possible reality. Then, he like th e  white enem y with whom he 
will be locked one day in m ortal struggle, has no means save this 
of asserting his identity (p. 74).
Baldwin's analysis of this rea lity  is twofold. On one hand, he 
places Bigger a t the cen ter identifying the ways in  which he fails to 
move beyond the American image of Negro, the epistemological 
dem and for knowledge of the other. On the o th er hand, he also places 
W right a t the center o f this same phenom ena implying that his 
creation  of Bigger is a  represen tation  o f how W right him self has 
in ternalized the American image o f Negro. In his summ ation, Baldwin
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(1985) reveals what can only be in  store for the American Negro if
h e /sh e  accepts the image of N egro-acceptable only in  so fa r  as he
becom es Am erican—in the A m erican im agination:
This assum ption once accepted, the  Negro in  America can  only 
acquiesce in  the obliteration o f his own personality , the 
d isto rtion  and debasem ent o f his own experience, su rrendering  
to  those forces which reduce the person to anonym ity  and  
which make themselves m anifest in  daily all over the 
darkening world (p. 78).
From another perspective, Na'im Akbar(1987) makes a  very' 
practical analysis of how we have in ternalized—in our efforts to 
resist—the conditions of oppression for so m any centuries defined  our 
very existence. In The Psychological Chains of Slavery. Akbar im parts 
a  paradigm  o f "psycho-history" th rough  which he traces the 
psychological behavior of the African Americans to the in stitu tion  of 
slavery and the reality that was constructed  for the enslaved African. 
One o f the characteristics Akbar considers in his investiagtion is w hat 
he refers to as our "personal inferiority." He notes tha t it is 
undoubtedly  one of our most destructive characteristics. O ur personal 
inferiority  is rooted, according to Akbar, in the ways th a t the  slave 
m akers system atically denied enslaved Africans a  m eans o f self- 
respect. They seperated children from  their m others to avoid the 
possibility that a  m other's love would cultivate in the child some m eans 
of self respect. In m any o ther ways, the slave m aster based his 
superiority  and  authority  on the  perpetual dehum anization of the  
African. Akbar, in summation, points to the m any ways in  w hich this 
phenom ena m anifests in  o u r p resen t behaviors—o u r accep tance of
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European images as the  definiton of beautiful, Black-on-Black crime, 
o u r d isrespect for o u r own expertise, an d  the fact th a t we rem ain, 
largely, consum ers an d  laborers ra th e r  th an  m anufactu rers and 
m anagers.
As a  m atte r o f resistance to this in ferio rity  complex, Akbar
(1987) suggests that,
We can reverse the destructive effects of slavery by looking to 
strengths in  o u r past and  beginning to  m ake p lans for our 
fu ture. If we begin to direct o u r ch ild ren 's a tten tio n  toward 
strong im ages like themselves, they  will grow  in self-respect.
We m ust h o n o r and  exalt ou r own heroes and  those heroes m ust 
be people who have done the m ost to dignify people. We m ust 
seek to over come the "plantation ghost" by idenitfying the 
forces w hich lead to enslavem ent and  self-debasem ent (p. 15).
While I agree absolu tely  w ith Akbar th a t we m ust first become aware 
of the oppressor w ithin o r as he im agines the  "p lan tation  ghost,” 
which is the first step  in  conscious resistance, I also believe we m ust 
do m ore than  just "reverse" the destructive effects; we m ust do so in a 
way tha t we try  to see beyond the oppressor's vision of freedom, for 
the oppressor's  self-respect has been built on  heroic images of him self 
to the extent th a t it has denied others. In this way, he does not engage 
in freedom  as a  com m unal practice, because his freedom  is based on 
the denial of som eone else’s. Our resistance to the oppressor, then, 
m ust also be a resistance to his world-view. Thus, the  "heroes" upon 
which we base ou r self-respect should also resist the  m aster's defintion 
of hero. By this I m ean, o u r "heros" should not be p u t on pedastals or 
defined in term s of one great idea or defined absolutely in positive 
term s, because they, then, become the oppressor w ithin. O ur "heros"
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should, instead, rep resen t th e  com plexity o f being Black in  America 
which, because o f its contradictions, defies absolu tes an d  b inary  
oppositions. With these k ind  o f heroic images, we acknowledge b u t do 
no t dysconsciously fall p rey  to  th e  internalized oppression.
A ppropriately enough, all o f  these scholars speak to the 
phenom ena of in ternalized  oppression  by reflecting on the  ways in 
which various African A m ericans o r African A m ericans in  general 
have perform ed them selves. In th is respect, the concep t of 
internalized oppression as perform ance points to th e  ways in  which 
the internalizing is p a r t an d  parcel o f our identifying an d  thus 
theorizing. Our challenge then , o u r  ability to con tinue resisting, lies 
in o u r becoming aware of th e  insidious ways in w hich we still m ind 
the m aster even in  o u r a ttem pts  to resist his im position. It is with this 
idea—the im portance o f becom ing aware—th at I share  the following 
reflection on how' some African American studen ts, a t a  perdom inately  
White institution, are  caught up between m inding the m aster and  
m astering the m ind.
Recognizing the M aster's M anifestations:
A Peculiar Cross Town Rivalry
About two years ago, th e re  was a  forum  in the  African American 
Cultural Center on the cam pus o f Louisiana State University. The topic 
was the relationship  betw een studen ts  a t Southern  University, the  
largest Historically Black College in  the country  located in N orth Baton 
Rouge, and LSU, the "flagship" university  in the s ta te  o f Louisiana 
located in South Baton Rouge. I, fo r one not being from  the area,
166
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
thought that the discussion was going to  be about ways in which the 
two schools could collaborate w ith one an o th er on  certain projects. It 
was m uch to my surprise to find out th a t the  discussion was m ainly 
abou t a  peculiar rivalry. A pparently, several African American 
students a t LSU felt they were considered "traitors" or "sell-outs" for 
choosing to a ttend  a predom iantely W hite college. And some Southern 
s tuden ts—also African A m erican-felt th a t  they  were being looked 
upon as less intelligent because th e ir Black college was not as 
"rigorous" as LSU.
The discussion went on for hours abou t the benefits an d  the 
struggles each group of students faced in  their particu lar set of 
circum stances. Several graduate studen ts who attended  HBCU"s during 
their undergraduate years also con tribu ted  to the conversation, as d id  
those of us who had  only a ttended  predom inately  White institutions 
throughout our higher education. As I w atched this discussion evolve,
I noticed first that~of course—neither o f  these situations was w ithout 
its problem s for African American studen ts. I also realized th a t the 
very fact th a t the conversation was happen ing  suggested th a t we have 
all, indeed, internalized images of Black inferiority  and White 
superiority. The ways in which we con tinued  to talk about LSU as 
m aster institu tion—w hether as false rep resen ta tio n  or as re a li ty -  
im plicated Southern as a  slave in stitu tion—w hether as false 
representation o r as reality. Now to speak of this rivalry as o u r 
in ternalization  of superior-inferior conceptualizations of w hiteness 
and  blackness does not imply th a t our in ternalization  is based u tterly
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on a  false consciousness. There are  very  real circum stances th a t 
define the power relationship  betw een the two as one o f privilege an d  
oppression. Undoubtedly, LSU is m uch bigger and  is privy to m any 
m ore resources and  a  prestigious repu tation , a t least within the state. 
On the o th er hand, Southern is n o t nearly  as big as LSU nor does it 
have a  com parable am ount o f financial resources o r academic 
repu tation~ its good repu ta tion  is good only for Black students. And 
even th a t becomes questionable w hen I h ear m any African A m erican 
students refer to Southern as "the ghetto." If White students a tten d  the 
school, it is assum ed they could  n o t get in anywhere else. But w hat I am  
w ondering is how m uch of th is "rivalry" is perpetuated  by our 
in ternaliza tion  of superiority-inferiority  m yths. Fanon (1967) once 
stated  th a t "when there are  no longer slaves, there are no longer 
m asters." Well... (I'm scratching my head) if we keep talking abou t the  
m aster, the man, are we still enslaved a t least by our own recognition? 
Does the fact th a t there is so m uch a tten tion  and  concern given to  th is 
"rivalry" m ean tha t we are still in  o u r m inds enslaved by the m yths 
th a t make the  discussion necessary?
Kat is a  very bright African American student at LSU. She 
a tten d ed  a  predom inately African American high school in  New 
Orleans before opting to com e to LSU for h er college study. Kat was a 
studen t in the 1998 urban education  class. One of the main them es o f 
the course was education for liberation and  how it has been defined  
within an  African American context by African American people. One 
of the first reflections I asked the students to write was to deal w ith
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the ir own m eanings, a t that p o in t in  th e ir  lives, o f education  fo r 
liberation. Kat's reflection focused on  th e  rela tionsh ip  betw een 
African American students a t LSU an d  SU:
The Sacrifice fo r Education
In the sacrifice for education  we as African Am ericans have lost 
common ground. Mea n in g, some o f  us h av en 't got the same 
sense of w hat belongs to  us an d  w hat is rightfully  ours. More 
recen t events showing o u r  struggle fo r education  happens 
between African American s tu d en ts  here  a t LSU and  African 
American studen ts a t S ou thern  U niversity.
Schooling is one process o f educating . And th rough  this process 
some of us have considered h igher learn ing , i.e. college. The 
choice o f going to college is difficult, m uch less choosing which 
to attend. W hen I decided to a tten d  LSU it  was because o f the 
great program  they  offered in m y field  o f study. And, I knew 
tha t if I could get the best schooling, I was fit fo r m y field, then  
m aybe som eday I could pass m y learning on to  some of my 
young bro thas and  sistas who a re  in terested .
The thought never crossed m y m ind  o f me coming to LSU 
because it was a  m ajority w hite college an d  I thought I was 
better than  any  one else. I knew th a t I would have to deal with 
some racial differences, being th a t I cam e from  an  all African 
American high school. I also knew th a t th is w ould be sought 
[sort] of a  battle. Little d id  I know th a t m y biggest battle would 
come from  m y fellow brothas and  sistas th a t a tten d  school on  the 
o ther side of town.
It is ra th e r sad to  see us pu tting  each  o th e r down because o u r 
choice in w hat schools we choose to  attend . I definitely d o n ’t  
consider m yself to be a  "trader" because I choose to a ttend  LSU 
and  not Southern. I believe th a t too m any  of o u r  people fought 
too dam n h ard  for us to tu rn  o u r backs an d  no t a ttend  a  certain  
school because its m ajority is n o t o f  o u r  color. We m ust continue 
to work h a rd  together to  get all th a t we deserve. Even w ith all 
the constant hum ility  an d  strife th a t people like A.P. T ureaud 
faced just so we could walk on this cam pus we still d o n 't have all 
th a t we deserve. We are owed so m uch more.
I still believe th a t schools like S outhern  an d  all o f Historically 
Black Colleges and  Universities p rov ide  as excellent institu tions 
o f learning. And, I support all o f m y people who still choose to
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attend . But as an  American I believe w e have a  choice and  
should choose w ithout receiving rid icu le.
No m atte r how m uch we sacrifice to  educate  we will never 
sacrifice enough. We m ust keep on  educating  no m atter w hat 
the cost. We need to help each o th e r learn  so th a t we can go 
back an d  educate our young and  teach  them  not to do as we d id  
and  n o t to be like we were bu t to be better, achieve more. It's  all 
a  process of learning an d  educating.
Of course, in this reflection, Kat is adam an t ab o u t the fact that she sees 
the tension between LSU and Southern  studen ts  as an  unnecessary 
sacrifice. It is also apparen t that the m a tte r  is a  personal one in  th a t 
she has been accused o f thinking she is b e tte r  fo r attending a  W hite 
school o r being ladled a  "trader." In add ition , Kat believes it is h e r 
right an d  responsibility  to take advantage o f the opportunity  to a tten d  
a school we fought h ard  to integrate. Consciously, Kat sees no need to 
deny  the w orthiness o f Southem ites in the process o f defending h e r  
choice to a tten d  LSU. However, w hat is less ev iden t in Kat's reflection 
an d  m ore ev ident in h er overall perform ance of self is that her 
resistance to th is tension is an in terna liza tion  of its very basis. T hat 
she has spoken about this tension m ore th an  one tim e suggests its 
im portance to her process of identifying an d  theorizing as an  African 
American studen t a t LSU. In essence, Kat's need  to  theorize on this 
issue—to make it clear th a t she does not consider herself "better" 
because she a ttends LSU—is part o f h e r  identification, h er affirm ation 
of self which, fo r all in tents and purposes, is re la ted  to the historical 
denial of herself as black and thus im possible to imagine as "better." 
Although the in ternalization  of the oppressor is evident, Kat's
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identifying an d  theorizing is not an  acceptance o f this condition, but 
in  constan t struggle w ith it.
Jazzy, also a b right young African A m erican woman, was in the 
sam e course. Jazzy has attended  predom inately W hite schools all of her 
life. However, when she m ade her initial choice abou t w hat college to 
attend , she says she decided to go a  d ifferent rou te  and  attend  a 
p redom inate ly  Black university. She chose Southern . However, as her 
reflection will dem onstrate, it was not the  best place for her:
Racial Experiences
I am  a 19 year old black female th a t has experienced m uch 
racial activity, and  racist people and  it  is all because o f the 
sim ple fact th a t I am  of another culture. I have lived in the deep 
south all of m y life and I was raised aro u n d  an  array  o f cultures 
th a t were in m y schools.
I have always been the only o r one of the few blacks in my 
classes. In elem entary school, my best friend  was white and we 
always hung together and  d id  everything together. As I entered 
m iddle school. I thought I would be accepted  by m y african- 
am erican peers, however they called me nam es and  ridiculed me 
for having all white friends and  m aybe two black friends. I was 
called, "wannabe", "oreo", and o th er nam es. They told m e I 
talked proper and  I did not w ant to  be black. This treatm ent from 
my own people m ade me want to drop  all o f m y friends and be 
accepted by black boys and black girls. My language changed 
and  m y grades d ropped  extremely. W hen I reached high school, 
they told me h a t I could fit in now. Even though m y high school 
(Baton Rouge Magnet High) was totally  white, my friends of 
both races seem ed to accept me. I ra n  for positions of 
organizations and  became a top notch  kid. My grades were still 
low, however.
W hen I graduated from  high school, I decided to take a different 
route, and  a ttended  a predom inately black school. I was accepted 
by all m y peers and  was recognized all over cam pus. The school 
I was enrolled in was Southern University. In spite of the fact 
th a t I was accepted by everyone, I was held  down and  kept from
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becoming m em bers o f p rom inen t organizations. Everybody was 
trying to com pete against one an o th er an d  o u t do each other. My 
life is n o t trying to beat the  person  next to  m e, however 
eurocentric standards has tau g h t us to believe that. My goal in 
life is trying to  beat the  statistics against m e an d  prove to m yself 
that I can make som ething o f me. Louisiana State University is a  
school I feel th a t I can  progress and  build  m y  resum e. Perhaps it 
will make me a  be tte r person. I do no t feel ostrasized an d  kept 
from achieving specific goals tha t I am  out for. My life has 
experienced racism  from  both  ends of the  rainbow . This has 
only taught me to d o n 't th ink  about w hat "they" think, but how 
this will affect me.
Jazzy's perform ance of self is an  excellent exam ple o f the way in 
which we resist and  sim ultaneously reside in the  im ages im posed on 
us. In this regard, we see the oppressor not as the physically White 
person but as the person  who th reatens one's sense of self. Yet the fact 
that the oppressor m ay be o f any  race tha t is physically m arked, does 
not render race an irre levan t factor. Its ideological represen tations 
m anifest in  term s like "w annabe"—m eaning w anting to be bette r than 
you are and  "oreo" —m eaning Black on the outside an d  white in the 
inside and in the juxtaposition of talking "proper" an d  not wanting to 
be "black." That Jazzy has in ternalized  these racial re-presentations 
like oreo is evident in  the way she then  projects th e  re-presentation 
on to Southern University—Black on the outside b u t operating on 
"eurocentric standards" of com petition. The fact th a t she does not feel 
the same sense of com petition a t LSU m ay be because here she is not 
competing to be Black in a  Black context—she is unquestionab ly  Black 
and accepted as such in  the  predom inately  W hite env ironm ent of LSU. 
Jazzy's perform ance of self, ultim ately, dem onstrates how ideas about 
race are not sim ply tied to biological notions; they  a re  also culturally
1 7 2
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
constructed  re-presentations o f w hat it  m eans to be Black and  w hat it 
m eans to be White.
From a  perform ance perspective, in ternalizing oppression is an  
ind ispu tab le  p a rt of identifying, fo r those  who identify  as African 
A m erican often  in ternalize  those re-presen ta tions o f race /cu ltu re  th a t 
have historically  constructed  th em  in  th e  American im agination as 
o ther. Even in their efforts to resist, these images influence th e ir 
id en tifica tio n .
T h e  S tr a n g e r  W ith in  
P e r fo r m in g  C o r p o r e a l  M a le d ic it io n
Resisting the  Gaze
I walked up to the podium  and  nervously stacked my notes and  
stacked m y notes an d  stacked m y notes. I tried  to keep my eyes on  my 
shuffling papers, b u t I could no t. I felt a  m ost uncom fortable gaze 
daring  m e to say m y piece. My h e a rt kep t trying to climb through m y 
th roa t, bu t I would not let it; I kep t trying to swallow, forcing it back 
in to  place. No, no. This was no t m y typical nervous energy, for I had  
spoken before m any groups la rger th an  this and for m ore im portan t 
occasions than  this. It was m y first tim e in front o f my speech class, 
an d  they  were waiting, just w aiting fo r my rebutal to a  classm ate's talk 
on the  evils of Affirmative Action.
Suddenly, I raised m y eyes an d  p retended  to m eet the gaze of m y 
14 W hite peers and  the White professor, whose piercing looks seem to 
be ju s t daring me—"Come on girl say it, say it. Tell everybody how  good 
Affirm ative Action is since th a t was y ou r ticket here." But I knew I was
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no t going to say w hat they w anted to  hear. Yes, I did believe tha t 
Affrimative Action was a  good th in g, b u t I was no t about to let them  
believe th a t some how  th a t box m arked  Black superceded the box 
checked 4.1 GPA. In my m ind 's eye, I could see my every move, I could 
feel m y body resisting the gaze.
This psycho-physiological experience occurs in fa r less in tense  
circum stances; it's  th a t feeling one has w hen they  are the only one o r 
one of few held by the  gaze of th e  o ther, fixed by a history of 
hum iliating images. No, those o th e r (White) people m ay not be 
thinking this stuff a t all, but th ere  is history, media, and  the last tim e 
this happened to rem ind you otherw ise. It is the psycho-historical 
baggage th a t makes walking into a  room  full o f White people as a Black 
person a  m ajor ordeal.
Certainly, this can be the  experience of a  woman walking in to  a  
room  full o f m en or a  physically disabled person  entering a  room  full 
o f abled people. W hat it can 't be, however, is a  m an walking into a  
room  full o f women (unless it is a  Black m an walking into a  room  full 
o f White women) o r an  abled person  walking into a  room  full of 
disabled people o r a  White person  walking into a  room full of Black 
folk. I do no t m ean to say that th e  person  o f privilege m ay no t feel 
some discomfort, bu t his psychological baggage does no t readily allow 
him  to be fixed, in the same way, by the gaze of the ideologically no t 
privileged. For example, when a  Black person  walks in to  a room  full of 
W hite people, s /h e  takes with h e r/h im  the idea that they m ust resist 
the  gaze th a t historically fixed Black as animal-like, foolish, ugly,
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undeserving, inferior, etcetra. However, w hen a  White person  walks 
into a room  full of Black people, w hat images do they im agine they  
m ust resist?
While I really have no place to  answ er that question, it com es to 
my m ind because I agree with bell hooks (1992), that m any White 
people rare ly  consider what they  m ay rep resen t in the Black 
im agination. This, as hooks argues, is a  m anifestation of racism itself 
because the  reality o f the Black o th e r is no t consider im portant to 
White people's sense o f being. This occurred to me again just recently . 
The Dean of my college, who is a  White woman, had just found ou t 
about m y being hired a t a prestigous university  in upstate New York. 
She joyously congratulated me an d  asked, "Are you ready for that?" I 
responded by saying, "Well..! have a  little anxiety about being isolated 
up there. There are very  few African Americans..." and  I went on  for 
an o th er few m inutes about me being one of few Black people a t the  
school and  probably in the town. Suddenly, the Dean began to snicker 
a  little. Then, she smiled at me an d  said, "I w asn 't even talking abou t 
that, I was talking about the weather." Just a t that moment, I realized 
how paranoid  I felt about being the  only one or one of few. But I also 
realized th a t she m ost likely did n o t have a  clue of what th a t m ust be 
like, a t least no t in the context o f a  rac ia l/cu ltu ra l situation. The m ore I 
thought abou t her response, the m ore I realized it was a typical one, a t 
least in m y interactions with White people. The w eather is defin itely  
the  second question when I talk w ith Black people. A nother 
assum ption th a t is apparen t in m y interactions with White people
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about m y journey to upstate  New York is th a t m y uncom fortableness is 
abou t facing blatantly  racist situations. The tru th  is, I am  not th a t 
w orried about any b la tan t racism; it's  th e  subtle stuff, the  culturally  
constructed  realities th a t are  perm eated  w ith racist an d  racialized 
ideas. I am  no t worried abou t being called a nigger; I am  worried about 
how the  historial rep resen ta tion  of blackness an d  w hiteness will 
influence o u r interactions on a daily  basis.
From the  Point of View of a  Stranger
How does it feel to be a  stranger? I im agine it was what 
Sojourner T ruth  felt w hen she bared h e r  b reast in  a  crowd of W hite 
m en an d  asked, "A m 't I a  woman?" I im agine the Little Rock nine felt 
it w hen they  walked up the steps of C entral High for the  first time. I 
even im agine that Booker T. W ashington though t abou t it on his way 
hom e from  the Atlanta exposition. And certa in ly  every  enslaved 
African standing on the auction block m ust have been sensing, a t 
some point, h e r/h is  own body fixed as strange by his White on­
lookers. Sometimes we are m ysterious an d  exotic strangers, objects of 
desire cap tu red  by the colonial gaze. At o th e r times, however, we are  
th reatening , lurking strangers, objects of fear an d  contem pt fixed by 
the  colonial gaze. It is in the gaze, the  dom inant gaze of the o ther th a t 
we become strangers, not only to o thers bu t in a  way, to ourselves as 
well.
W hat does it m ean to be a stranger to  oneself? To be a stranger 
to oneself incoporates and  requires a  sense of twoness, a  looker an d  a 
looked at. It is essentially an  awareness o f being looked at, and th rough
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this aw areness seeing oneself as o th e r—an  in terna liza tion  of the
looker-looked a t relationship . For th e  Black person , in  th is country  a t
least, it is an  inevitable p a rt of o u r  identifying. In a  coun try  based on
the repression, the denial o f  blackness, those who identify  as such
identify  as strangers, the fearful an d  contem ptable kind in  the
Am erican im agination. DuBois' (1903) peculiar sensation of twoness is
but the  experience of being a s tranger to oneself; i t  is the separation
of the  Negro self, th rough  the veil, from  th e  world, a  separation that
m anifests w ithin the Negro him self, hence the double-consciosness.
Frantz Fanon (1967) also refers to the experience of being a
stranger as dialectical tension between the black body and  its world.
Because the Black m an has no ontological resistance to the White m an,
he has "been given two fram es o f reference w ithin  which he has had
to place h im self' (p. 110). Fanon describes the in ternalization  of this
sense of twoness in term s of the body; a  corporeal m alediction is,
a slow composition of my self as a  body in  the m iddle of a  spatial 
and  tem poral world—such seems to be the schema. It does not 
im pose itself on me; it is, ra th er, a definitive structuring of the 
self and of the w orld—definitive because it creates a  real 
dialectic between my body an d  the world ( p . l l l ) .
Fanon a ttribu tes this corporeal m alediction to the visibility of his
black body which has been sketched by a  socio-historical schema:
The elements th a t I used had been provided m e not by "residual 
sensations and  perceptions p rim arily  of tactile, vestibular, 
kinesthetic an d  visual character" b u t the o ther, the white man, 
who had  woven me ou t o f a  thousand  details, anecdotes, stories 
(p. 111).
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From the standpoin t o f  a  raced  stranger, it is the experiencing
of a  corporeal m alediction th a t encourages, o r  m aybe m ore
appropriately  causes the s tran g er to assert h im self/herself, to
represent self, to produce a n  image of self, to identify. This point is
well dem onstrated in  Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man. In the  prologue,
the invisible m an states,
I am an invisible m an. No, I am no t a  spook like those who 
haunted Edgar Allan Poe; n o r am  I one of y ou r Hollywood-movie 
ectoplasms. I am  a  m an of substance, a  flesh and bone, fiber and 
liqu ids-and  I m ight even be said to possess a  m ind. I am  
invisible, understand , sim ply because people refuse to see m e (p. 
1518).
He goes on to suggest th a t h is  invisibility is due to his being fixed by 
the other's "peculiar d isposition o f the eyes,” by th e ir  in n e r eyes 
which look through their physical eyes upon reality. Fixed by the 
inner eyes of the o ther as n o t w orthy of recognition, the  invisible 
m an comes to know him self as stranger in the world. Ironically, his 
invisibility is by the circum stance of his visiblility as a black body. 
Thus, the inner eyes which m ake him  invisible do not see in  spite of 
and because of what the physical eyes do see. This invisibility, he 
surmises, is sometimess advantageous but mostly nerve racking, 
because it makes him  w onder if he really  exists. Consequently, the 
question of his existence is m et w ith an  adam ant, even violent 
assertion of himself, a  plea fo r recognition which itself becomes the 
expression, the perform ance o f him self. To this end, Invisible Man is 
caught up in the fictional reg ister (Taubman, 1993), trying to u tte r  the 
u nu tterab le .
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From another point o f view, M ary Church Terrell's essay, "What 
It Means To Be Colored in  The Capital Of The United States," (Lerner, 
1972) signifies how the fact o f o ne 's  strangeness becomes definitive in 
one 's assertions of self, in  one's identification. Although she opens her 
piece by saying she has lived in the  capital city for fifteen years, she 
explains how by the fact of her race, o r  the color of h e r skin in h e r 
estim ation, she is but a  "stranger in  a  strangeland." Terrell po in ts ou t 
several ways in  which colored people  are  rejected through 
segregation and  u tte r nonrecognition . Interesting, however, is th a t 
she moves between the use o f "colored people” and m ore specifically 
"colored women" as she describes th e  various obstacles im parted  in  the 
na tion 's  capital which continue to sacrafice "our people" on the  "altar 
of prejudice." Even though Terrell does m ake some insinuations in  h er 
discussion of teachers (women) ab o u t the race-gender status o f the  
colored woman, she always folds these back into the racial, ontological 
we. Accordingly, the question rem ains one about the existence of o n e’s 
raced self, and  is thus answ ered th rough  the assertion of h e r colored 
self, an d  h er woman self through h e r  colored self. Terrell's 
perform ance takes place m ainly in the com m unal register (Taubm an,
1993), in her relation to the ontological we.
James Baldwin (1985) also speaks to the sense of being a  
s tranger in his essay, "Stranger in  th e  Village." Baldwin critically  
reflects on his experience o f visiting a  small, Swiss village w here he is 
the only  Black person the village people have ever seen. He, as Fanon 
does in "The Fact of Blackness," becomes painfully aware of the
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dialectic between his body an d  the w orld, w hen he hears White 
ch ild ren  pointing in  fascination an d  sho u tin g  Neger, o r Nigger. 
Baldwin's stranger status in  the  village is o f  the exotic, m ysterious 
kind, the  kind th a t arouses curiosity. Yet h e  is com pelled to com pare 
his stranger status in the  Swiss village to  th a t o f  his stranger s ta tus a t 
hom e in America, where he has been  th e  feared  an d  contem ptable 
stranger. At this point, Baldwin delves in to  a  psychoanalysis o f  sorts 
on  Black-White relations in the  US th a t co n stru c t th e  Negro as 
contem ptable stranger, or a  form  of in san tity  w'hich overtakes W hite 
m en. In the relationship betw een Black m an  an d  W hite m an in 
America, Bladwin states that, "the w'hite m an 's  m otive was the 
protection  of his identity; the black m an was m otivated by  the need  to 
establish an  identity" (p. 88). W ithout dism issing the  terrorization  of 
the  Negro in  America, Bladwin b la tan tly  challenges his s tranger sta tus 
claiming th a t the battle for his id en tity  has been won long ago 
because,
He is not a visitor to the West, b u t a  citizen there, an  American; as 
American as the Americans who fea r  him , the  Americans who 
love him —the Americans who becam e less th an  them selves, o r 
rose to  be greater than them selves by  v irtu e  o f th e  fact th a t th e  
challenge he represented  was inescapable  (p. 88).
At last, Bladwin closes his essay by deny ing  his s tran g er status and  
asserting his status as a peculiar advan tage to the  world. Ultimately, 
Baldwin's theorizing, in w hat Taubm an (1993) m ight re fe r to as the 
au tob iographia l register, affirm s his iden tify ing .
From a racial standpoint then , Black people in America are  
constructed  as strangers in the A m erican im agination  which allows us
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both the burden an d  the gift o f seeing self th rough  the "inner eyes" o f 
our racial others. In effect, th is double-consciousness is also felt 
through the body as a  corporeal m aled iction~a real dialectic betw een 
the black body and  its world. This is the  circum stance in which, 
through which, by which, because o f w hich an d  in spite of which we 
identify as Black, as African A m ericans, as p articu la r cultural 
personalities. O ur perform ances o f  self, to this end, are perpetual 
attem pts to make ourselves visible, visibly com plex contradictions th a t 
accommodate and resist the  construction  of th a t which is America an d  
American.
Getting to Know the S tranger W ithin
There is no be tte r way, I believe, to get to know the stranger 
within than to place ourselves daily  in the line of vision of the 
dom inant gaze. This is indeed  the  position  o f African American 
students who a ttend  predom inantly  W hite institu tions. At Louisiana 
State University, m any of the African A m erican studen ts w ith w hom  I 
have in teracted  have insisted th a t th e ir  choice to come to LSU was 
because it constitu ted  predom inate ly  W hite people-students, 
professors, adm inistrators, an d  thus was a  "microcosim of the real 
world." When I asked them  to elaborate on  this microcosim theory, 
there were generally two types o f responses. One would be som ething 
like "It's a  White m an's w orld an d  we n eed  to learn  how  to get along in  
it.” The o ther typical answ er w ould be som ething like "The world is n o t 
just one race. It has m any races an d  we n eed  to learn  how to get along 
with each other." And less often, I m ight get a  th ird  possible answ er
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which would refer to  the benefits o f a particualr program  o r
scholarship funds.
When I began noting these responses, I took them  a t face value.
Yet w hen I began to observe the m any ways in  which the  students
perform ed themselves in  relation to these ideas, there  needed to be
fu rth e r  speculation and  investigation. W hat was really  being said in
these responses? Both responses im ply that what LSU can really  offer*
them  is the opportun ity  for them  to get to know the stranger within. I
have found th a t when given the opportunity , they in troduce their
strangers as a  way to assert, to represent themselves. Toy's reflection,
for instance, on the r elationship between race and  education  speaks to
h e r  s tranger w ithin:
When I th ink  about race and education, the first thing that 
comes to m ind is the make-up of the LSU com m unity; 
hom geneous is not a  way I would describe o u r cam pus. The 
racial dem ographics of cam pus affects o u r education  in more 
than  one way.
I recall walking into a  cafeteria, m y freshm an year, and  
scanning the room  for a  fam iliar face, a  black face. It was 
something tha t occurs when you en te r a room. Only this time, 
there was no one I could relate to, no one I knew. It was 
definitely a reality  check to realize I was the only African- 
American eating in  a  cafeteria among 300 o th er individuals. I 
could not understand; were we alone a t this university? That's 
when I realized, African-Americans are  tru ly  a  m inority  on 
campus. It never occurred to me th a t we were called m inorities 
because we are  acutally a m inority on cam pus.
We encounter* the same senario in  our* classes. M any times we 
are alone in a classroom  setting, there  is no  one there  whom we 
have a com m on culture to share. This affects the learning 
process. Teachers m ay feel they do not have to  include diversity 
issues into then* curriculum . They m ay no t want to discuss 
problem s w ithin the Black or Hispanic America. Many 
desensitize them selves because they  feel com fortable in a  "white
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setting." Some educators forget they  have m inority  students in  a 
class and  will m ake racial slurs. It has h ap p en ed  to me in 
d ifferent classroom  incidents. A professor,I had , m ade an  
insulting com m ent abou t m y race an d  th en  called me in to  his 
office hours la te r to  apologize. They need  to go beyond the 
p rivate  apologies because th a t type of behavior is 
inappropriate. Teachers on a  cam pus th is size need to be tra ined  
in  diversity issues to  u n d erstan d  th e ir s tuden ts ' culture and 
background .
From a perform ance perspective, we can  see th a t Toy's stranger 
w ithin is rac ia lly /cu ltu ra lly  constructed . Her s tran g er first em erges 
because there  is no "fam iliar face," by which she decidedly m eans a  
"black face." At this junc tu re , the  s tran g er w ithin is a  raced other, a  
m inority . Yet as she becomes m ore fam iliar w ith h e r stranger, the 
raced  o th er becomes dialectically  re la ted  to th e  cu ltu ra l self—creating 
it and  denying it as the cu ltu ra l self accom m odates and  resists the 
raced o ther. This is signified in Toy's perform ance by the feeling of 
being "alone.” Her feeling of loneliness is tied  to no t only a  need to see 
o th er Black faces, b u t to  feel un d ersto o d —culturaU y significant—by 
White teachers. This is m ost ap p aren t in  h e r th ird  paragraph when 
she faces the im position o f a  racial slu r and  th en  suggests that the 
racial slu r was a result o f the professor's lack o f understanding 
regarding her culture. One of the m ain ways Toy deals with the 
s tranger w ithin is by being an  active m em ber o f s tuden t governm ent 
w here she works tow ard h e r  vision o f a  "cohesive environm ent w here 
students could share a  bench in  the q u ad  o r w ould never have to ea t 
alone in a crowded cafeteria."
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Angie is a  ju n io r a t LSU. Like Toy, she is a  very  active student.
However, Angie's involvem ent takes place m ainly w ith in  the Black
stu d en t organizations such as the NAACP. Angie is m ore cognizant of
h e r stranger w ithin, an d  because of th is  she chooses to  seek com fort
a n d  su p p o rt by getting politically an d  socially involved w ithin the
Black s tu d en t body. Angie's reflection on  race an d  education  speaks
from  th e  po in t of view of the stranger:
As one of a  few black studen ts enrolled in  the College of 
Business, race takes on  a  d ifferen t perspective th a n  I am  used 
to. While taking classes in  m y curriculum , th e re  have never 
been  m ore th an  5 black s tuden ts in any  o f m y business classes. I 
am  often the only one. This isn 't to  say th a t I c a n 't  deal with it 
because if th a t were the case, I would no t have a tten d ed  a 
p redom inate ly  white university . The issue does, however, 
b o th e r me. I feel isolated from  m y classm ates a n d  also from  my 
teachers (none o f whom have been black), w hen I used to be 
the  cen ter of a tten tion  in  the  past. Then, nobody  "seemed" to 
care that I was black. Now th a t's  all that m atters.
I used to feel bad about not having the same k ind  o f open 
relationship  w ith white people th a t I had  before, bu t now I 
definitely  d o n 't care (because I am  definitely m ore prejudiced 
now  than  I ever was). It is true  th a t we are  victim s of 
circum stances. The situations I have encoun tered  while being 
h ere  have defin itely  changed m e. From the w hole Devillier 
th ing to receiving extrem ely racist, extrem ely obscene phone 
calls, m y a ttitu d e  towards w hite people has defin itely  soured.
In m y classes, I have been told by a teacher "jokingly," th a t if 
I'd  stop listening to rap, I could hear him  better. Hell, I d o n 't 
even listen to rap . W hen asked the  question, "If you could m eet 
anyone in this world living o r  dead, who would it  be," a friend 
o f m ine responded she would like to m eet one o f  h e r  ancestors. 
The teacher replied, "Oh, you m ean like K unta Kinte" as if h e r 
great-great-great g ran d fa th er co u ld n 't have been  a  scientist o r 
a  lawyer, as opposed to a  slave th a t was called Toby and  ran  
aro u n d  with his foot chopped o ff (You know th a t's  all white 
people think he  was). I h ad  an o th er professor ask extra-credit 
questions on exams th a t had  to  do  with last n igh t's  episode of 
Friends and Seinfeld, when I was watching Martin and  Living
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Single. What abou t when they cut the A.C. on  when it's 30 
degrees outside o r  ac t like hell has frozen over just because I 
like classical m usic.
All th ro u g h o u t h istory , w hite teachers have been happily, 
com fortably teaching white students. Then w hen black studen ts 
got throw n in, they  d idn 't know how to adjust, d id n 't want to 
adjust. For th a t reason, they still haven 't changed, and  why 
should they? They own the world. Most of the  white professors 
here  think, "Why in  the world should I change m y way of 
teaching just to  m ake 1 o r 2 black kids happy? They should just 
go to Southern if  it bothers them  th a t m uch.
Knowing Angie, one of the  things I think she is really  good a t is 
im personating W hite people, or a t least w hat she believes of them . 
She's quick to flip the scrip t so to speak. Often w hen she is trying to 
make a  po in t abou t h e r  stranger status, for instance, she takes on the 
persona of w hat she feels is a typical White person and  responds from  
w hat she im agines as th e ir  point of view about her. This, I think, is a  
dem onstration  of how  h e r  stranger w ithin has settled  in  as 
rac ia lly /cu ltu ra lly  significant. Angie's stranger w ith in  em erges in  
the context of being the "only one." However, w here race-as skin 
color—initially  signifies h e r doubling, Angie's s tran g er w ithin 
becomes a  cu ltu ra l construction, and a form  of resistance to race—as a 
complex idea, a  "fulcrum  of struggles" (Outlaw, 1994) that affects h e r  
perform ance of self, h e r  process of identifying.
Once they  recognize the stranger within, African American 
students have various ways of dealing with their sense o f strangeness. 
Of course, one o f the m ain  ways in  which they scaffold their 
identitfying is by com m uning among sim ilar strangers o r as some 
have called it "self-segregation." There is a  tendency, in  the public
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discourse, to rep resen t this "phenom ena" in a  way th a t suggests th a t 
Black students freely "choose"—for no good reasons a t a l l -  to "self- 
segregate," which of course implies th a t they  are  th e  reason 
in tegration has failed, o r  not worked out as p lanned o r im agined.
This is a  classic blam e-the-victim  re-presentation  th a t loses sight of 
the fact, o r sim ply ignores the fact, th a t while race an d  cu ltu re  are  not 
organically related, they  are  socially and  culturally  co-ccnstructed as 
aspects of one's identifying. To this end, African American studen ts 
read their lack of sup p o rt on White campuses as an im positon posed by 
the racia l/cu ltu ra l circum stances; they respond to th e  im postion by 
seeking and  creating cu ltu ra l bonds am ongst each other.
At LSU, as I m en tioned  before, m any of the African American 
students are clear and  articu la te  about the fact tha t they  chose LSU 
because it is a White university . Consequently, it is unlikely th a t they 
come with the in ten tion  of being separate from  the White students.
The separation does happen , however, and  is evident on the campus 
where, as one s tuden t points out, "Each different cu ltu re  has its own 
location and  no "outsider" will be found." A nother studen t notices a 
"m ental and a physical segregation between the races" on cam pus.
This separation seems to get codified in racial term s—at least for 
African Amreican s tu d en ts -b e cau se  th e ir congregating is physically, 
in  their black bodies, distinguishable, w here a  gathering o f Jewish 
students, for instance, would be taken as cultural bonding. Such a 
codification reduces African American students to "racial others" 
w ithout any consideration of the cultural bonds they  share.
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Inarguably, fo r m any  African Am erican studen ts, th e  s tranger 
w ithin em erges as p art o f  th e ir  identification is m ediated  by  bo th  
racist dom ination as im position  as well as cultural self-realization as 
resistance. While they read ily  m ove between the fictional an d  
com m unal registers in  the  process o f dealing with th e ir sense o f 
"strangeness," they are  n o t often  afforded  the opportiun ity  to  reflect 
on th e ir  strangers w ithin the autobiographical register. This is the 
opportun ity  I try  to give them  in class, where they can see th a t 
th e ir /o u r  processes o f identification  are  a constant negotia tion  
betw een asserting difference an d  seeking sameness.
E d u c a tio n  fo r  L ib era tio n ?
How then  do these processes o f identification affect th e  
conceptualization and  articu la tion  o f the idea—Education fo r 
Liberation? W hat becomes ev ident in  these perform ances is th a t 
w hatever the h isto ry  or the  pedagogical re-presentation o f education 
for libera tion  is for African Am ericans, it cannot fully d ep ic t the 
com plexity o f its enunciative perform ance. As a pedagogical 
resp resen ta tion  (i.e. m ulticu lturalism , African-Centered), education  
for liberation  has been th e  responsib ility  of African A m erican 
intellectuals who them selves em body the  various con trad ictions posed 
by the juxtapositon of education  w ith liberation in a  White 
suprem acist context. As a  perform ative enunciation, education  for 
liberation  is an  articu la tion  o f resistance by African A m erican 
intellectuals "against” the various im positions they face w ith in  the 
discourse of American (public) education, a discourse th a t has
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historically  den ied  the significance o f o u r rac ia l/cu ltu ra l 
identification. In-between the  pedagogical and  the perform ative, 
education  for liberation signifies the  am ibivalent an d  ambiguous 
n a tu re  o f o u r struggle for identification.
To this end, education an d  liberation are  n o t in  any absolute, 
linear, p resupposed or guaran teed  relationship  to  one another. This is 
w hat a  "rational" ordering o f o u r  h istorical struggle m ight represent. 
Education for liberation could n o t be spoken unless there was some 
idea of education that is no t liberating or some idea o f liberation that 
does not value education. Thus, w hat becomes ap p aren t in  the 
perform ative realm  is th a t the two are  only held  in a  meaningful 
relationship  to the extent th a t resistance  is in tension/negotiation 
with accom m odaton; faith is in tension /nego tia tion  with reason; and 
the individual is in tension /nego tia tion  with the com m unal. Thus, 
there is no singular fixed m eaning of education for liberation 
precisely because it represen ts changing and  differing dem ands at 
varoius times, places, and  w ithin an d  between positionalities. It is an 
ever reverberating  question—Education for libera tion?~ that dem ands 
constant consideration an d  reconsideration  and  reconsideration and so 
on.
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CHAPTER FOUR
IDENTIFICATION, EDUCATION, AND LIBERATION 
AS CURRICULUM DISCOURSE 
S e lf  R e c u r s io n s
I have critically im agined Education for Liberation as (an) 
African American Folk Theory. In so doing, I have tried  to d isrup t, 
deconstruct, de-essentialize its m etanarrative potential w ithin the 
racia l/cu ltu ra l m argins of US society, an d  resituate it as an  
(en )coun ter narrative w here the m argins m eet and  are in  constan t 
tension/negotia tion  with the center. I have attem pted to th ink  an d  to 
w rite in double tim e (Bhabha, 1994): reimagining education for 
liberation  as both pedagogical object rooted in history as an  evocation 
of time; and  then reim agining it again as an  ennunciative category of 
perform ative signification (Bhabha, 1994) which is g rounded  in a  re- 
m em ory (Morrison, 1984; Munro, 1998) o f the pedagogical. W here the 
pedaogical/perform ative emerge w ithin a  currere  of m arginality , 
education  for libera tion—as racia lly /cu ltu rally  constructed  w ithin the 
A frican American experience—is an articu la tion  of the in-betw een, 
th a t Third space which is the cutting edge of translation and  
negotiation (Bhabha, 1994). Although there are  m any, the in-betw eens 
o r double binds I have concerned m yself with here are 
resistance/accom m odation, fa ith /reason , and com m unal/individual.
In short, I have done the cu rren t curriculum  theorizing thing. 
Although I do not often cite their names, the fathers are here  still. I
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have addressed my poststructual responsibility  to discourse as 
discursive practice by dem onstrating how  race /cu ltu re  discourse has 
form ed and  inform ed African Am erican identification an d  thus o u r 
ideas abou t education and  liberation. I have d isrupted th e  h istory  an d  
looked for histories of education for libera tion  among African 
Am erican folk. I have also recognized the  "simulacrum" way of being 
in m y look at the perform ative in tension/negotia tion  with the 
pedagogical. Derrida was on my m ind. Power is noted as a  discursive 
practice in the way that I have tried to dem onstrate how it operates on  
an d  w ithin the margins, shifting m eanings o f education for libera tion  
w ithin African American discourse. I have problem atized the m odern  
w ith "post" thinking, assum ing no "reasonable" relationship betw een 
education and liberation. Foucault was on  my mind. I have tried  to 
make room  for those voices not heard. O thers were on my mind, and  
then  I rem em bered that Derrida and  Foucault and Emerson and 
Nietzsche and M erleau-Ponty were on th e ir  m inds. This is how 
curriculum  theory as pedagogical object, as discourse has constructed  
my crisis in thinking and  subsequently  m y crisis in identifying 
myself, m y people, my purpose.
Power shift. Double recursion. Signifyin'. Flip of the script. 
Doublespeak. Time to do the curriculum  theorizing thang by 
recognizing the spaces w here I can p u t m y m ind on it/them . This, I 
m ust adm it, is but a  perform ance, m y process of identification as 
A frican -A m erican -w o m an -ed u ca to r-cu rricu lu m -th eo ris t-an d -o th er- 
stuff. Although I have alluded to the lim itations of this work w ith m y
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insertion  of (an) into the title, I w ant to take the space here to focus on 
the mean ing o f th a t (an). Its purpose is to  recognize, on the one hand , 
the in h eren t lim itations o f w riting as re-presentation; on the o th e r  
hand , m y (an) points to th e  fact th a t th is project, this narra tio n  is bu t 
a reflection of m y need to identify; th a t is to resist the im positon on 
m y "self." I have worked the deconstruction, de-essentialization angle, 
stating education  for liberation as a  reverberating question. Yet, in  
the m idst o f the deconstruction, de-essentialization, I have 
reconstructed  and, in  a  sense, re-essentialized som ething. I do  no t 
m ean to im ply th a t w hat I have reconstructed  and  re-essentialized is a  
dysconscious fallout of the  deconstruction, de-essentialization process;
I hope to dem onstrate, instead, th a t m y (en)counter moves have been 
strategic and  indicative o f my own double-binds as an  African 
A m erican in tellectual in  these "post" times.
Therefore, I w ant to have some words about identification, 
education , and  libera tion  and  th e ir  significance o r insignificance in 
curricu lum  conversations. By working through my own dilem m as as 
an  on-the-m argins curricu lum  theo ris t and  educato r in re lationship  to 
those whom I teach and with whom I theorize, I hope to poin t ou t my 
own understanding  of w hat constitues education for liberation, an d  by 
consequence, w hat does not. As a m eans of once again validating my 
in-betw eens, I will swing between th e  voices of my folk an d  academ ic 
theo ris t subjectivities; m y folk theorizing and academ ic theory; as well 
as my words and  the words o f my students.
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C u r r ic u lu m  C o n v e r s io n s :
O n S e lf , W ith in  S e lf, a n d  W ith  O u t S e lf
Even though the politics of identification  have only  recently— 
th a t is within the last 20 years—become explicitly cen tra l to 
curricu lum  conversations, they  have always been im plict. While th e ir 
significance is only  now a m atter of epistem ological object, 
identification has, no doubt, always been signified in  the  perform ative 
ennunciation of th a t which is curriculum . Yet it is a t this cu rren t 
junctu re  w here curriculum  theorists are talking up iden tity  and  its 
relationship to education th a t the effects of discourses such as 
race/cu ltu re , gender and  class are becoming ap p a ren t to some and 
m ore apparent to others. To this end, we have h ad  to  reth ink  our 
taken-for-granted assum ptions about education an d  its possibilities for 
liberation; just as we have had  to reconsider liberation  and  its 
possibilities for education. To this end, I w ant to suggest that 
libera tion-how ever it m ay be viewed w ithin the  context of varying 
times, places, an d  positionalities-is a m etaphor fo r the relationship— 
or w hatever we believe to be the relationship—betw een education and 
identification. I w ant to elaborate on this m etap h o r by discussing 
th ree  fundam ental forms it has taken in curricu lum  discourses, and 
the subsequent ways in which it has constitu ted  m arginality  in 
general, bu t rac ia l/cu ltu ra l m arginality in  p articu la r. I speak of these 
th ree  (sub)m etaphors as working on self; working from  w ithin self; 
and  working with o u t self.
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Wo rKiPg On  S eif
"Education is to  learn  m aterial on d ifferen t aspects and  subjects 
and  apply  them  to life," writes Hank, one o f the  m ost prolific and 
comedic stu d en ts  in  the class. Hank, of course, is n o t alone in  his 
th inking. For som eone else (d id  no t write their nam es) writes th a t the 
purpose o f education  is "to educate or inform  students abou t issues or 
inform ation for the  betterm ent of the person." And ano ther (no name) 
states th a t the  purpose of education is to "m entally provide people with 
the inform ation needed  to survive." In my estim ation w hat these 
s tudents ' m eanings reflect is education as a  process o f working on 
oneself.
Education as a  process o f working on  oneself suggests that the 
self is "knowable, stable, and  predictable if the co rrect procedures are 
followed" (Gilroy, 1995); th a t is you attend  school to be exposed to 
"material" to b e tte r you r "self.” This Cartesian idea o f the self m ust 
recognize the  curriculum , then, as object also knowable, stable and  
predictable. In the field o f curriculum  theory, such a  conception of 
the self re flects /is  reflected w ithin the trad itio n  of curriculum  
developm ent. Curriculum  as developm ent (of students) focuses on 
categorized knowledge, developm ental stages, objectives, and  
rationales (Pinar e t al., 1994). The bettering of Cartesian self through 
exposure to  the objectified curriculum  can only opera te  w ithin a 
banking concept (Freire, 1970) of education w here the  teacher 
deposits th e  curriculum  into the heads of the students. At one time, as 
Pinar et al (1994) po in t out, this idea was the dom inate way of thinking
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about the purpose o f education. When we p u t such an  idea in  the 
context of its racialized /cu ltu ra lized  discourse, w hat were the 
implications fo r those who were not taken in to  consideration?
In his h isto ry  of American education, Tyack (1974) discusses 
how Black Am ericans were represen ted  as the "social problem " (p.217), 
and  thus incom prehensib le w ithin the fram ew ork o f educational 
thinking at the tim e. The self was American an d  Blacks were not. The 
curriculum , as a  rep resen ta tion  of who we w ant o u r ch ild ren  to think 
that we are and  who they m ight become w as/is a  repression o f that 
blackness, that "social problem" (Castenell & Pinar, 1993). Exposed to 
this type of th inking, African American s tuden ts  were, in one sense, 
the quintessentially  alienated. Technically speaking, the only  possible 
way to know th e ir "self' was to be worked on, cu ltu red  by the 
objective, Eurocentered (classical) curriculum . Thus, to be free was to 
be like "the m aster." In cu rren t curriculum  conversations, the  
Cartesian self an d  objective curriculum  appear to  be old ways of 
thinking; yet they, of course, are  not.
Being educated  w ithin the context of a  W hite (capitalistic, 
patriarchal) suprem icist society, African A m erican s tu d en ts / 
intellectuals are  in  a constan t tension /negotiation  w ith the  id ea  of 
being like "the m aster." On the one hand, gain ing access to the 
knowledge, power, and  possibility is precisely w hy African Americans 
seek education. Delpit (1995) speaks to the im portance of learning the 
rules and codes of the cu ltu re  of power. Education in the context of 
schooling represen ts a  cu ltu re  o f power th a t reflects the ru les and
1 9 4
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
codes o f the dom inate cu ltu re  (Delpit, 1995). She goes on  to em phasize 
the fact th a t African Am erican paren ts send  th e ir ch ildren  to school to 
learn these ru les an d  codes. However, w hen the rules an d  codes are 
taught with the  idea th a t they make one like the  "m aster", ra th e r th an  
that they  give one access o r opportun ity , th ere  is resistance. This is 
reflected in ideas like "acting white", "racelessness" (Fordham, 1987) 
and "oppositonal cu ltu ra l fram e of reference" (Ogbu, 1995) where 
knowledge, power, an d  possibility are  associated w ith whiteness.
Just as the curricu lum  that m any of m y students believe they 
need to be "be tte r” often  m isrepresents o r does no t represent a t all 
their rac ia l/cu ltu ra l significance, so has m y curricu lum  in 
curriculum  theory. I am  constantly  unsatisfied  with the way th a t I get 
pointed back into the same direction, the d irection  o f the center w here 
the m ajority  o f the philosophers o r the philosophers who dom inate, 
who in a sense "own" the ideas speak universally, as de-authorized 
subjects. Oh yes they do this in discursive and  recursive ways to "cover 
their bu ts/bu tts"  so to speak, but in as m uch as they capture my 
hum anity, they  are  not enough. This, o f course, tu rns into a ugly mess 
because it forces m e—as an on-the m arg ins-theorist—to always feel a 
d istrust of their ideas. No, no, I do not expect th a t as w riters/ 
philosophers they could do m uch to speak to m y specific tensions, bu t I 
do expect th a t the curricu lum  of curricu lum  theory  find some serious 
space to consider o th e r philosophies an d  o th e r philosophers. I m ean 
that I w ant to see a course, yes an  en tire  course on  Black philosophers, 
men and  women o r one on the thinking of DuBois o r the practical
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inteilectualism  of Black women educators, o r even the influence or 
possible influence of eastern  philosophies (Asian an d  African) on the 
notion of education. A ren 't we suppose to be de-centering o r is th a t 
just a  thinking thing an d  no t a  practical possibility?
Although I feel psychologically locked in to  my d istrust, my 
suspicion th a t theory—even "post" w hatever—is ju s t an o th e r "power 
ploy of the culturally privileged W estern elite to  produce a discourse of 
the O ther th a t reinforces its own power-knowledge equation" (Bhabha,
1994), I do  know that the "essence" of post thought allows me to 
in te rru p t its imposition, if only a t m om ents. This o f course makes it my 
responsibility to see to it that those particu lar kinds of courses that I 
have im agined are offered. Then again, offering them  is one thing; 
convincing people th a t they are  im portan t to the  whole is another. 
They are not, or should not be side bars, extra to the curriculum  but 
p art of the curriculum .
Working from  W ithin Self
Arriane is confident and  quick in h e r thinking. She insists th a t 
the purpose of education is "to help us bette r understand  the things 
around us. It helps us to learn  where we've come from. It also prepares 
us for things to come." Even though her idea o f education does not 
reject a Cartesian self, it alludes to a self em ergence in the context of 
our experiences in the world around  us. In essence, A rriane makes 
room  for working from  w ithin self.
In curriculum  theory, the em ergent self is m ost notable in the 
discourses of phenom enology an d  psychoanalysis. Pinar (1992) brings
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these to bear on  education  th rough  his concept of working from  
w ithin. From this perspective, the subject m atter, in part, em erges 
from  within self. Pinar (1992) elaborates on this idea of self in his 
essay "A utobiography a n d  an  A rchitecture of the Self." Referring to 
the work of Nietzsche, Pinar (1992) suggests that the self is Active, an  
aesthetic creation  p lanned  an d  "built" through story-telling an d  
m yth-m aking. A lthough this image of self may appear to suggest a  
fixed plan, Pinar (1992) insists, "a p lan  o r an extant structure 
(although less easily) is an  act of creation, an aesthetic event in  the  
Nietzschean sense (regardless o f its beauty). What is p lanned an d  
constructed can be deconstructed" (p.210). It is im portant that the  
fixity of self is no t dism issed, only dispalced by the possibility of 
c rea tion .
Pinar (1992) brings this notion of self to his reconceptualization 
of curriculum  as the relationship  between the knower and  the known. 
From this perspective curricu lum  developm ent is rearticulated as 
curricu lum  understand ing , w here curriculum , in a sense, becomes 
"building m aterial for the arch ite tu re  of the self' (p.209). Central to 
this building process is autobiographical thinking that is an 
exploration of one 's personal relationship  to h is /h e r educational 
experiences over time. W hen one is denied such interaction w ith the 
curriculum , Pinar (1992) suggests th a t there is either a collapse o f  the 
self into the subject m atte r o r  a  withdrawal of the self into itself, 
unwilling to "merge with m aterial enough to acquire it" (p. 209). With 
w hat m aterials does the Black/African American architect work?
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Undoubtedly, because of the lack o f critical historical reference 
to African Am erican be ing /s in  school cu rricu la , a n  African 
American architect is, to a  certain extent, using som eone else's 
building m ateria ls w hich makes h e r  m erging w ith  the  curricu lum  
problem atic. Her play with racelessness (Fordham , 1988), o r the 
reification of h er oppositional fram e o f reference (Ogbu, 1995) becom e 
central to h er identification. Worse yet, she can  only  understand  it  to 
be "abnorm al" because there  is no reference, no  critical historical 
reference to those like her. However, there  is a  double bind. If she is 
encouraged to, allowed to take the au tobiogrphical plunge with the  
o thers ' building m aterials, she can a t least ra ise  the  question—W here 
am  I? Liberation, then, lies in the raising of th e  question, as an 
oppo rtu n ity  to idenitfy  h e r self which inev itab ly  forces a  change o f 
p lan .
W hat emerges w hen African Am erican s tu d en ts  are  allowed to 
explore themselves in the context of a  curricu lum  th a t reflects the 
histories o f their life experiences as rac ia lly /cu ltu ra lly  constitued 
subjects? In my experience, what I have noticed  is that, a t first, th e  
students are  doubly amazed; first because th ere  is an  African Am erican 
teacher teaching African American m aterial; an d  secondly, because 
they are  encourged not to just take in the m ateria l but to engage w ith 
it th rough  cirtical self reflection. And, it is in  th a t process of m erging 
w ith a  cu lturally  relevant (Foster, 1995) cu rricu lum  th a t encourages 
them  to explore their individual and  com m unal selves. Just read w hat 
h ap p en s.
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They raise im portan t questions ab o u t th e  s ta tus quo:
I never tho u g h t to ask why were o u r  k ids a t  W ashington Marion 
having so m any  problem s. I also n ev er th o u g h t to question why 
I was so h appy  a t LaGrange. Why d id  I consider us a diverse 
school? Because th a t is w hat I was tau g h t d iversity  m eant. I was 
always led to  believe th a t diversity  m ean t having a  bunch of 
kids of d ifferen t races p u t together. I n ev e r questioned why we 
only had  abou t 29 black teachers o u t o f th e  whole faculty and  
most o f them  were special ed. T hat m ay  have been because m ost 
of the special ed  studen ts were black. I never questioned why 
that was either.
(Angie, 1998).
Being in this class has also taugh t m e how  A frican American 
women struggled to get an  education a lo t h a rd e r  than the 
African A m erican m an.
(Jazzy, 1998)
As African Am erican students a ttend ing  a  predom inantly  w hite 
university, it is a  m ajor question of how  o u r heritage and 
culture is preserved. Just recently, Louisiana State University 
added African Am erican Studies as p a r t  o f its curriculum , bu t I 
ask, is this really  enough to subdue o u r  passions and  quench our 
th irst for the knowledge we young A frican Americans so 
desperately need  to keep o u r hopes an d  d ream s alive?
(Eric, 1998)
Yet, contradictions abound:
One thing th a t really  had  me th ink  was th e  question of w hether 
there is a  such a  thing as race. To m e race is a  concept that 
arises historically. Society is the one who keeps this concept 
alive and  th a t is why people still believe th a t there  is such a  
thing as race. Throughout the struggle blacks have gone 
through an d  still is going through  th e re  a re  still those o f us 
who are trying to abandon  our race fo r  fea r o f n o t being 
accepted. I am  referring to Tiger W oods a n d  the  article 
"Deconstructing Blackness."
(Renne, 1998).
There are  a  need  fo r leaders in  am erica, nam ely  African 
Americans. All these things m ust be slowly evolved. "The m ost 
interesting question, to be asked concern ing  college-bred 
Negroes, is: Do they earn  a  living? It has been  intim ated m ore 
than once th a t the  h igher training o f Negroes has resulted in
1 99
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
sending in to  the  w orld o f work m en who could find  nothing to 
do suitable to th e ir talents. Now and then there comes a rum or of 
a  colored college m an  working a t menial service, etc." [this is 
quo ted  from  W oodson's Mis-education of the Negro]. This 
statem ent in  one o f the articles just shows th a t we need  to push  
for m ore education  and  less "blue-collar" tra in in g.
(Jazzy, 1998).
They use the m aterial to bette r understand th e ir surroundings, 
in  a  sense to affirm  the ir realities:
I focused m ost on the ideas of Booker T. W ashington. I focused 
the m ost on this because of the place I grew up. The people in  
my com m unity an d  neighborhood were of an  u rb an  h ip  hop 
society and  tended  no t to m eet the description o f an  well to do 
college studen t. Most were no t concerned with schooling period. 
They w ere m ostiy concerned with practical everyday skills. The 
Vo tech school th a t was in m y vicinity drew  a lost o f  attention. 
(Cameron, 1998)
If you were to ask any  Black student on LSU's cam pus, they 
would m ore than  likely say racism  still occurs. According to 
Woodson, Blacks are  constantly  told they are  less o f a  m an than  
whites. This brings a  cu rren t controversy to m ind, the 
Plantation Room incident is a  prim e example of inferiority . A 
racial issue has been addressed, the room 's nam e is offensive to 
m any black students, yet,a change of nam e has n o t occurred. 
Whites a t LSU could be using the name to rem ind blacks that 
they  were once inferior a t the university and  always will be. He 
continues to say, they must direct their attention to the 
problems o f the majority o f their constituents, and too often 
they have stimulated their prejudices by referring to the Negro 
as unworthy consideration.
(Toy, 1998).
They explore how o ther aspects o f their identification such as 
gender an d  class affect th e ir  being:
When asked about the sacrifices I made for my education, I often 
look over the sacrifices of women before the civil righ ts 
m ovem ent. After doing a little research there  are  a  few wom en I 
had  never learned  about who fought for the im portance of 
education before an d  during the civil war...Often I w onder when 
I reflect on the sacrifices my parents and I are  m aking for m e to
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attend  LSU, just who were the first black wom en to a ttend  or 
graduate from  an y  college. ..
(Shana, 1998)
I think certain  people in  pow er are  trying to use price to 
inhibit education  o f  African Americans. W hen you think about 
it every year the cost o f going to school rap id ly  increases. There 
are  African Am ericans th a t are  capable o f paying this 
expensive cost, b u t the m ajority  o f us can’t continue to pay the 
rising cost. This is the m an 's  way of keeping people w ith low 
income where they  are. Regardless of the m an's a ttem pt to keep 
us where we are, I still see m inorities and  people o f color work 
hard  to excel.
(Chad, 1998).
While I do not w ant to a ttem p t any  serious psychonalysis of these 
reflections, I do w ant to m ention a few im portant aspects of their 
thinking. First, I recognize some of their contradictions and  
limitations in thinking. These are, of course, to be expected for m any 
reasons; not the least o f w hich is the fact tha t this is probably  the first 
opportunity  they have h ad  to intellectualize, in this way, about 
themselves as rac ia lly /cu ltu ra lly  situated beings. Second, talking 
about—black and white, "the m an", industrial tra in ing as o ther than  
education, Black women versus Black men, abandoning the race—is 
crucial, because unless they  bring it up, get it out, we cannot address 
the rationale behind such thoughts and  perceptions. Third, I am not 
sure these particu lar references reveal their d isagreem ents among 
one another, but they do disagree. This I think is im perative because 
African American intellectuals a t m ajority W hite institu tions do not 
often get the opportun ity  to explore their own class o r gender 
orientations because they  m ust "stick together" as a  group. As Ogbu
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(1995) indicates they  often feel the  need  to  establish a  group id en tity  
th a t is opposite, resisten t to w hatever th ey  th ink  w hite is.
Providing African A m erican s tu d en ts ' w ith the  o p p o rtu n ity  to  
read, write, see autobiographically  the w orld  around  them  is crucial to 
the developm ent o f critical Black intellectuals who do no t buy in to  the  
no tion  th a t ev ery th ing -lanugage , ru les, pow er, opportun ity -all 
belong to "the man." They need  to u n d erstan d  that we can use these 
tools as well. In fact, we m ust for o u r own sake and  inevitably, th e  
sake of all people. African American studen ts  m ust be encouraged to 
th ink on a  m etaconscious level ab o u t th e ir  own processes of 
identification; in o rd er to do this, they m ust be exposed to curricu lum  
th a t recognizes th e  historical and  the  perform ative signification o f 
African A m erican people.
Furtherm ore, I m ust stress here th e  im portance of cu ltu ra l 
context. Even though  the idea of cu ltural context has been dealt w ith 
widely in research  on elem entary  and  secondary schools, rare ly  does 
it take a  cen tral role in college classroom s. Despite all of their 
differences, they  share  an  "unsayable persistence," th a t is th e ir  
blackness in  a sea o f whiteness. W hen they  cannot explore this rea lity  
in  critical an d  affirm ing ways, they  will always refer to "the m an" o r 
"abandoning the race." In this regard , curricu lum  m aterials th a t 
explore African Am erican identification is only  p a rt o f the process. 
A nother p a r t is creating a context in  w hich they  feel com fortable 
addressing these issues.
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W hat m ust be p a rt of this context is Black professors concerned 
about and  no t afra id  to  address issues around  race /cu ltu re  oppression. 
A sensitive, know ledgable White teacher is no t going to cut it. I knew 
th a t as a  studen t myself. However, it becam e crystal clear to me during 
a debate the s tuden ts were having a  few weeks ago. The class was riled  
up because they  w ere debating the con tinued  significance of race in 
educational contexts. People were talking loud, an d  it  even got to the 
point tha t they w ere trying to talk over one ano ther. Then, a  White 
student walked in to  the room. Dead silence fell on the  room, no t one 
word was u ttered. They just stared. "Oh I just forgot my um brella in  the 
back of the room  here," said the young m an  as he worked his way—a 
little nervous, I'm su re—across the room . The studen ts chuckled a  little, 
but not a  word. There is always that d istrust.
I w ant to be clear about this, because of course some will hear 
me as being racist o r  separatist or w hatever. I am  n o t advocating 
rac ia l/cu ltu ra l isolation across the board . I am  suggesting, however, 
that we need to take seriously the im portance of racial/cu ltu ral 
context to the developm ent of Black intellectuals. If people are afraid  
to speak up for them selves to others, it does n o t m atter whatever else 
you do; self-realization is d istorted  an d  freedom  is held  at bay. 
M iseducation m a n ife s ts . The idea th a t education is a  moving away from  
one's rac ia l/cu ltu ra l significance prevails, and  thus puts us in  
tensions with "universal" notions of in tellectualism  (Banks & Jewell,
1995).
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In m y classroom , th ey  talk wild ; there  is venting, thinking, 
reflecting, and  reth ink ing  as we negotiate w hat James Scott (1990) has 
called the h idden  transcrip t. The hidden tran scrip t is the discourse 
that takes place "offstage" o r  n o t in the presence of those we consider 
the pow erholders. Often these conversations are  n o t held  in  classrooms 
where students w ould have th e  opportun ity  to critically reflect on 
their self-perform ances w ith in  the pow er struc tu re . When the  
students are u n d er the assum ption that I will understand , they  speak 
freely, and  we dialogue ab o u t how to deal effectively with the  kinds of 
situations we confron t as African American intellectuals. And, the 
most im portant th ing  they  tell me is th a t they  are  encouraged to speak 
up for them selves in  o th er classes.
Again, I ask how  seriously does curricu lum  theory  take the 
developm ent of critical Black intellectuals—m en an d  women? How 
seriously can we be taking it? I am no t being sarcastic in the asking, I 
am being, a t most, rhetorical. Will there ever be enough to abate the 
distrust of "the m an's" academ y, theory, power? Is that d istrust so 
em bedded, that it is I who questions m ore than anyone else how 
acceptable, how good m y w ork will be if I refuse to re tu rn  to the 
center for affirm ation? Certainly, in a  sense, th is is tru e  o r else I 
would not have m entioned  those (in)famous nam es a t all; because 
ideally, it’s the idea  no t the  person who "owns" the  idea tha t is 
im portant. Yet, th e  ow nership o f ideas works qu ite  insidiously. They 
belong to people; they  belong to paradigm s; they  belong to time 
periods, and  God—if we still believe in  th a t energy—forbid we mix
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them  up  o r "vogue" (Boyce-Davies, 1994) too m uch. We believe, as 
theorists, that we move in  them  freely, bu t we do  not, precisely 
because of the way in  w hich the perform ative m ust rep ea t the 
pedagogical. The libera tion  I find  in  theory— thanks to  curricu lum  
theory—is the opportun ity , th e  determ ination , th e  grounds on w hich 
to raise the questions again  and  again  Where-am-I? Who-am-I? The 
m ore I inquire, the m ore I frac tu re  an d  learn to work w ith  o u t self. 
Working With our Self
"First, this side will be the White people an d  then  we will 
switch," I said. They groaned, "Why we gotta be d a  W hite people first?" 
"I can 't argue for som ething I d o n 't believe in," said Seku. On an o th er 
day, I told them we were going to have a talk show—The Crisis in Black 
Education—and we needed an  Anna J. Cooper, Booker T. W ashington. 
W.E.B. DuBois, and a  Carter G. Woodson. "Oh yes," I went on, "we also 
need you four ladies to form  a Negro wom en’s coalition, an d  you four 
to represent the U.N.I.A. an d  you two the  NAACP." "Are we in the 1800's 
or are we talking about w hat our views would be today?” asked Craig. 
"Both,” I answered.
Still on ano ther day, I read half of the book Nig h tio h n  (Paulsen,
1996) to them. Nightjohn was an  enslaved African who escaped  slavery 
and  then  risked his life again  and  again  retu r n in g to several 
p lantations to teach o ther enslaved Africans how  to read an d  write.
Just when the n a rra to r  S am ey was getting to really  know  Nightjohn, I 
stopped reading. I tin n ed  to  the students and told them  to  answ er one 
of the following questions how ever they  im agined: W here you  come
2 0 5
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
from  an d  how  you get here, N ightjohn? W hy you got all dem  m arks on  
yo back? W hy dey  get dere? How y o u  know  abou t readin '? And w hy you 
sharin  it?
Then last week, I gave them  th e  case o f The State vs. Rockbottom. 
Rockbottom was an  affluent u rb an  Black com m unity p rio r to the 
1960's. But w hen in tegration becam e legal, the  com m unity sta rted  to  
slowly deterio ra te . By the early  1980's, Rockbottom was just th a t Rock 
Bottom: b oarded  up businesses, drugs, crim e, poor schools, and  no 
resources. U ntil a  core group of p a ren ts , teachers, clergy, and  o th e r 
concerned citizens rallied together fo r a  m ajor com m unity 
revitalization project. The first th in g they  d id  was build a  school by 
securing federal an d  state ch arte r funds. The school was based on  the  
philosophy—it takes a  village to ra ise  a  child. After a  few years, The 
Village Learning Institute, in the h e a r t of Rockbottom, was ranked  
among the best schools in the coun try . One hu n d red  percen t of the 
African A m erican children a ttend ing  the  school went on to be top 
high school achievers with some op ting  fo r vocational careers an d  
others a tten d in g  college. Many re tu rn e d —as they  were taugh t the 
im portance o f giving back to the com m unity—to teach a t the in stitu te  
and others o ffered  th e ir  services as ca rp en ters , lawn keepers, tu to rs, 
and others still gave financial con trib u tio n s. However, just w hen the  
going was good, the  state decided th a t Rockbottom 's Village Institu te  
should be desegregated  through a  bussing program . The Rockbottom 
com m unity refused  to allow in teg ra tio n  to once again d isrup t th e ir 
strong com m unity  base. Everybody h ad  to go to court. Everybody h a d  a
206
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
ro le—judge, bailiff, attorneys, witnesses, an d  ju ro rs. They had  th ree  
days to p rep are  th e ir cases.
The em phasis I place on perform ing o th e r selves, in the context 
o f a  problem  th a t needs to be solved, has tu rn ed  o u t to be vital to o u r 
learn ing  an d  teaching. Through p rob lem  perform ance (role playing), 
I can  reveal to  them  not only the dep th  o f them selves but em pathy  for 
o thers, and  possibility as well as paradox in  all ideas. It's when they  do 
n o t th ink  th a t they  are being them selves th a t they  are  more 
them selves an d  engage more with others. Thus, I often encourage 
them  to  work w ith o u t self; that is to  be who you th ink  you are not. 
There are so m any  powerful ideas circulating th rough  curriculum  
discourses abou t identification. Today, the  catch  all is fragm entary 
subjectivities, w here some say self is un in teg ra ted  and  
nonsynchronous an d  shaped by discursive practices. The self, then, is 
never stable bu t a  reverberating question  (Bhabha, 1994) who-am-I-at 
this moment?
The dialogical character of identification is em phasized by
Charles Taylor (1994)
People do not acquire the languges needed  for self-definition on 
their own. Rather we are in troduced  to them  through 
in teraction  w ith others who m atte r to us—w hat George H erbert 
Mead called "significant others." The genesis of the hum an m ind 
is in this sense not monological, n o t som ething each person 
accom plishes on his or her own, b u t dialogical (p. 79).
Taylor goes on to  no te  that we acquire o u r  identities in dialogue. 
A lthough Taylor is n o t explicit about this here: o u r dialogues are  m ore 
th an  w ith those who we claim as significant o thers; they  are also with
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those who we H aim  to  be insignificant. Such th inking  tries to 
recognize the specificities o f identification a t th e  m argins o r what 
Edgerton (1996) has called a  currere of m arginality , th a t is regression, 
progression, analysis an d  synthesis from  those constitued  and 
reconstitu ted in the  m argins.
With such an  elusive idea of self, the on ly  way perhaps to see—if 
only m om entarily—its m any dynamics, fragm ents, subjectivities is to 
story  them. Pinar (1992) recognized early on an d  Edgerton (1996) 
reconfirm s tha t a  "ra tional discourse" is no t always appropriate for 
representing the com plexity of self subjectivities. An autobiographical 
tu rn  toward curricu lum  where there is th in k in g ab o u t one’s thinking 
(Kincheloe, 1998); w here the boundaries between various 
m arginalities and  betw een m argins and centers becom e leaky 
(Edgerton, 1996); w here voices are revealed in m em ory work (Munro, 
1998) is necessary. This autobiographical tu rn  m eans m ore than 
reading (Black) autobiographies; it means writing them ; it means 
reading all m aterial autbiographically, asking w hat has been and what 
is now the relavance o f this m aterial to my life experiences? It means 
perform ing (acting) them  and  sharing them? And liberation, well, it 
comes with being able to say all of that; b u t it slips away again when 
you think too hard  ab o u t identity  being forever caught up in 
discourses, discursive practices where all you have to keep sane is 
fa ith—believing w ithou t qu ite  understand ing—th a t you have some 
agency to change w hat has not been good for you o r  to you.
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Oh we are  really  ta lk ing now. Are we considering th e  Black 
arch itect to have some build ing  m aterial of h e r own, w hich m ight 
qu ite  possibly resu lt in  som e w orthy knowing for o thers as well?
There is possiblity in  th e  id ea  o f fragm entary subjectivties an d  making 
iden tity  a central p a r t o f the  curriculum . Not only  does it allow for a 
self-exploration b u t it encourages the perspective, the  im agination 
one needs to be em pathetic . It opens spaces for repositioning oneself 
in to  others' places (hooks, 1992). But this too can  be oppressive when 
you have to qualify every need  to fix your self in relationship  to 
o thers if only m om entarily. It is powerful, a t tim es, to  th ink  abou t the 
self as a  construction always trasnform ing. At o th e r times, however, it 
feels quite necessary to  say I am  African American an d  th is m eans 
something, if only to m e. Sometimes, grounding self, as in n er or 
em ergent, is just som etim es necessary for pratical purposes, fo r sanity 
even. It is very difficult to be convinced by an o th er W estern centered 
theoretical m ovem ent to give up something I have no t been allowed to 
explore as real o r im p o rtan t in  the first place—nam ely the histories of 
m y raced /cu ltu red , gendered  self. Ironically, it is th a t fear of losing 
self th a t encourages me to try  to know it and o thers m ore deeply, and 
to  help my students do the  same.
Subjectivities colluded and  collided on the talk  show—The Crisis 
in  Black Education. It was a hodge podge of ideas, selves, and  others. 
There were m om ents o f d isagreem ent and agreem ent th a t would have 
been invisible on th e  one dim ensional pages of DuBois' essay on  the 
Talented Tenth, Cooper's ch ap te r on the higher education  of women,
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W ashington's essay on  industria l train ing, and  W oodson's c h ap te r on  
th e  mis-edcation of the Negro. DuBois and  Cooper agreed on th e  
classical training; W oodson an d  W ashington agreed th a t the classical 
tra in ing  offered to Negroes was b u t the  W hite man's education; Dubois 
to ld  W ashington to "just pull the  wool from  over your eyes m an , you 're  
talking about industrial slavery." Cooper asked, "Why should we p u t 
the  education of Black m en over Black women. Why not get o n e  
together?" Then a  UNIA m em eber re to rted , "Okay. Miss AJ Cooper, is it 
n o t tru e  that the Black m an is a t the lowest rung of this society? Can 
you agree to that?" Cooper noded  an d  said, "Yes." Then, the UNIA 
m em ber said, "Then w ouldn 't it m ake sense to push for the  education  of 
the Black man sooner because he  needs it more?" By this time, 
m em bers of the Negro w om en's coalition are making angry  faces. 
W oodson in terrupts, "Okay, b u t w hat kind of education are  we talking 
abou t here . Is this the  ap p rop ria te  education for a  Black man?" 
W ashington said th a t women belonged in  the home and  DuBois said, 
"Well sometimes they do and  som etim es they don't?" A Negro w om an 
from  the  audience asks, "Why shou ldn 't Black women be educated  the 
same as Black men?" "What k ind  o f education are you talking about," 
in terjec ts  Woodson again. .And they  w ent twisting and tu rn ing  ideas 
an d  m eshing their "selves" as these o thers and with these o thers. Not 
really  perform ing (acting) DuBois o r  Cooper o r W ashington o r 
W oodson; but perform ing (being) them selves as these others.
A lthough DuBois forgot he w ent to Africa; and  Cooper claim ed herse lf 
"first Black woman ever" to get a  PhD; and  W ashington d id  n o t realize
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th a t he  got the m oney to build Tuskegee from  White philanthropists; 
an d  Woodson forgot what school he attended , the discussion was 
phenom enal, m ultidem ensional in te rac tio n  in-betw een the students 
an d  th e ir  characters, the characters them selves, and the students 
them selves.
We reviewed the video tape a  few weeks later. We d id  some
thinking and  talking about th e ir  th ink ing , the ir perform ances
(acting and being). We recognized th a t th ey  contradicted  themselves;
they m ade binary oppostiion w here none was necessary; yet they m ade
connections where none were ever m ade before. We talked about how
ideas are  m arried to certain people, an d  how  th a t becomes oppressive
for those people who feel they  c a n n o t change their m inds and thus
their ideas. We talked about how different ideas are relevant in
different contexts. In short, as Earl (who played Woodson) writes,
The in  class discussion on the works and  philosophies of Booker 
T. Washington, W.E.B. Du Bois, Anne Cooper, and  Carter G. 
Woodson was one of the m oset energetic and  informative 
dialogues. The m ethod in  which we chose to discuss the works of 
these great African Americans was very  effective. Conducting a 
mock forum  with a panel of s tuden ts protraying the roles of 
Washington, Woodson, Cooper an d  Du Bois allowed the class to 
observe how young African A m erican portrayed  these leaders 
and  accepted or rejected their actions and views.
I w ant to leave with the thought th a t each  o f these relationships 
betw een self and  knowledge (curriculum ) serve different purposes at 
d ifferent times. The reification o f an y  one conception o f the 
self/selves/none of the above to the exclusion of others refuses an 
identity-in-m otion (Taubman, 1993), an d  refuses to note the way in
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which identity  consitutes the "will to power" (Nietzsche in  Pinar, 1992) 
o r  the need to say "I am" despite the fact we can never really be ju st 
w hat we say we are. Ju st as Bhabha (1994) talks about identification 
being crossed by the difference in w riting, it is also crossed by the 
difference in  speaking; there is no way th a t I could ever tell you who I 
am, only who I th ink  th a t I am and  th a t changes depending on the 
imposition. I see this process reflected in  o u r ideas about education and  
liberation; what we say they mean an d  how we say they relate depends 
on what we believe we are being denied.
R isk y  R e m a r k s
I do have some rem arks to m ake, but I will no t call them  final; 
because, then, they are  sure to show u p  somewhere else as an 
impositon. I have m oved from constructing a history, to 
deconstructing a  history, to reconstructing som ething that is a t every 
m om ent becoming histories. I have titled  this work Education for 
Liberation as (an) African American Folk Theory, really for one very 
simple reason: I needed to say I am. We are  and  have been thinking 
about eduation for liberation before, a fte r and  during the academ y's 
preoccupation with commodifying th e  idea—education for liberation— 
as belonging to o r wholly constitued in  the works of Dewey o r Freiere, 
o r anybody else for th a t m atter. I do n o t reject, in  any way, the ideas 
they discuss about education and liberation; I reject the appearance 
that they are the owners of those ideas and  those ideas constitute some 
universal, decontextualized tru th  abou t education for liberation. Of 
course, this inevitalbly is not a crticism  o f these powerful thinkers, it
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is a  criticism of those o f us who make them  gold. At last, I am  sure tha t 
freedom  is not having som ebody else define for m e w hat it is, 
particularly  w hen th a t defin ition  does not, canno t fully  a tten d  to my 
rea lities .
By thinking abou t this piece as my need  to  identify  myself in 
th e  context o f m y people an d  w ithin and  against th e  grain of "received 
knowledges" (Kohli, 1996), I know th a t I am  pratic ing  w hat Wendy 
Kohli (1996) has called risky business. I suppose it is definitely risky, 
a t  this point in time, to try  avoiding centered citations. Perhaps, it is 
also risky to identify  African Americans as my people. Perhaps it is 
risky, indeed, to let m y a tten tion  fix too firm ly on raced /cu ltu red  
selves. No doubt it's  risky to suggest the im portance of cultural context 
in  the developm ent of Black/African American intellectuals to the 
d isrup tion  of in teg ra tion—which has thus far been only  a  figment of 
the American im agination; an  idea we have not taken  beyond racial 
balancing or forced assim ilation. Certainly, w ithin these pages 
contradictions abound  an d  th a t too is risky business. To let all the 
m eaning /s of education for liberation  slip away in to  discursions and 
recursions is really  risky, because I take the chance o f meaning 
nothing at all. I know th a t I am  operating in w hat Kohli has called the 
"danger zone," bu t as I read  in  Iyanla Vanzant (1993) Acts of Faith: 
D aily  Meditations fo r People of Color, if you d o n 't p u t your bu tt on the 
line, it can 't be saved.
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